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Everyonelovesahero;theyelectrifyourworld.Andthoughwemightgrapplewith
theirhubristictendencies,historyshowswecannotdowithoutthem.Theyarean
intoxicatingfeatureofpoliticsandsociety,andindeed,cashregistersacrossthe
worlddependoneveryman,womanandchildbeing–secretlyorotherwise–ahero-
worshiper.FaizaButt’spehlwansarecontemporarycountermarkstothisuniversal
aspirationforsuperiorityandleadership.Appearingascaricaturesofcompetition,
brutestrength,andaggression,theartist’sglamorisedepitomesofmanhood
feignrespect,adorationandevendisgust.Butt’snewseriesofworkcontinuesher
characteristicillustrationofinstantlyrecognisablesymboliccapital,muchlikethe
emblematicstyleofglobaladvertising.HerpixellatedPurdakhttechniqueinprimary
coloursreplicatesthefamiliaraestheticofmassproducedmediaimages,pervading
bothEastandWest,butheroverallcompositionremainsenigmatic.Itrelieson
thehigherpowerofsuggestionratherthanthedirectandexplicitpunchlines
satirisedinthecontent.Thistimehercritiquespeaksthroughteasinglyhomoerotic
arrangementsofmen’sownpuissantandvictoriouspotential.Thefeelisextravagant
andtheatrical,liketheperformancedynamicsemulated.Politicians,ancientand
modern,haveemployedheroworshipfortheirownapotheosis.Ourfixationsareno
lessobsessiveinthecontemporaryworldofmilitarymartyrs,moviestars,supermodels,
andsportingchampions.Thiswrestlingforsupremacycontinuesonamediastageset
toinebriatingheights.Inhighandlowart,commemorationiseverywhere.

‘Scavenged’,astheartistputsit,fromrandomsources,thesereconstructibleheroes
arepraiseworthynotonlyfortheirvigour,butalsofortheiraestheticperfection.
Herstylisedandcandiedrepresentationsbeliethesavagerydepicted;snarlingbeasts
andbellowingboxersareframedbygluttonouscreamcakesandsexytimepieces;
wearywrestlersincompromisingclutchesaresymmetricallysetamidexercise
balls,seductivefelineeyes,and70sstyleMuranovases.Reminiscentofvintage
Americancigaretteads,Pehlwan1showstwomenengagedinanentertaining
bout,whileanotherlooksoninadmiration.Phallichairdryers(virilityandvanity)
andoversizeddentures(ageinganddecay)competeforspaceandmeaninginthe
exuberantandlustydisplay.Likeothersinthisseries,thisworkparodiesfantasized
notionsofmasculinity,fromclassicalartthroughtomoderndaysportsphotography.
Purposefulcombat,lockingattentionwithintention,translatestothebattlesof
legendarywarriors;andwhilesexualityiseasilyassociatedwithcompetition,
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submissionandconquest,theinternalstruggleremainstheartist’soverriding
metaphor.Asretailadvertisingcontinuestoscreamitsapplause,FaizaButt’ssoft
whisperingsallthewhilecommentonthestateofplay,aswellasthegameitself.
AndlikeaGreekchorusrepresentingtheaudience’sinterests,portendingthe
effectsof‘visualfodder’andculturaldebrisonourcollectiveimaginations,these
commentsarevitaltothenarrative.

ModernIranianwrestlingritualsandgreased-uppehlwans(dwindlinginnumbers
onthestreetsofLahore)aresimplyfollowinginthetraditionofthemythical
Persianwarrior-kingRustumandtherealGhulamMohammadGamaPehlwan
(1882–1960).Theseidealalphamalesweredevotedtocleanlivingandphysical
prowess.Interestingly,GujranwalainnortheastPunjabisknownasPakistan’scity
ofpehlwans,havingproducedsomeofthefinestfightersandbodybuildersinthe
sub-continent.WhileFaiza’sembellishedmachomenarelesspejorativethanthey
aredispassionatelyrepresentationalofbothadaptiveandmaladaptivebehaviours,
itiseasytosensethatdeeptribaldevotionstosport,religion,andpoliticsprovide
inadequatecagingforanywildbeastswithin.Atacollectivelevel,theartistseems
towarnthatthesetrophy-kissinggrowlersarenonethelessglorifyingconflict.
Andifwearehonestinourassessmentsofthecomplexforcesthatdrivesomeyoung
menintoterrorismandviolence,wemustinvitetheseinflatabledemigodsintothe
spotlight.Narcissisticdisplaysofhypermasculinitycannodoubtgalvanisethe‘man
onthestreet’,especiallyifoppressiveattitudesandlawsprohibitorchangethenorms
ofasociallymarginalizedgroup.Theartist’spinkandyellow‘mugshot’portraits
attempttoexaminethemalepsyche,aswellasourownprejudices,underthecritical
lightofpersonalityphototyping,wherefacialfeaturesestablishconnotationsthat
leavelittleroomforobjectivejudgements.InIdentity and Violence(AllenLane,
2006,London)AmartyaSenarguesthatconflictandviolencetoday,nolessthan
inthepast,aresustainedbytheillusionofauniqueidentity.Inadividedworldof
religions,culturesandcivilizations,peoplecanbeminiaturizedandframedinto
increasinglyspecificandspecifieddisplayboxes;muchliketheentomologist’s
obsessionwithcollectingdiversityandhighlightingdifferentialcharacteristics.
Butt’ssomewhatbiographical‘eyespot’markingsseemtoechoourownconcerns
–Isthistheman?–camouflagedinamulticultural,pluralisticsociety.Theseportraits
couldbereferringtoaformofmimicry,aimedatdeceivingpotential‘predators’,
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drawingattentionawayfromanddeflectingattacksonavulnerableaspectof
personality–one’sownidentity.Theycouldalsobereferencingintra-community
recognitionandvalidation.

Ifartandliteraturearesureindexesofacivilization,thosestilldecidingwhether
thingsaregettinganybetterthroughakindofsoftvengeance–whereanother’s
visionisfinallyaccepted-candrawsomecomfortinthefactthatattheveryleast
weareenrichedbyindigenousperspectivesusingsharedcultureasaparameter.
InPathways to Bliss: Mythology and Personal Transformation(NewWorld
Library,2004,California,p.132),JosephCampbelldefinestheimportanceof
themonomyth,declaringthat“Artistsaremagicalhelpers.Evokingsymbolsand
motifsthatconnectustoourdeeperselves,theycanhelpusalongtheheroic
journeyofourownlives”.Wecouldevenimaginethatallthisheroworshipmight
extendtothewiderhorizonofmoralexcellence.

Rosa Maria Falvo
October2010

6



FaizaandIhavebeeninvolvedinauniquecollaborativeactforthelastyear,
anexercisethatmightbecharacterizedasahermeneuticexperiment.
Althoughweworkindifferentthoughnotnecessarilymutuallyexclusivedisciplines
andmediums–Iamanovelist,she’sapainter–shehadinterpretedmyworkand
Ihaveinterpretedhers.

Theprocessbeganlastyearwhenshereadmynoveltodistill,inaway,thenarrative
oncanvas.Home Boy(RandomHouse,2009)isabildungsroman,animmigrant
narrative,apost-9/11novel,andacomedypopulatedbylargerthanlifecharacters
whofancythemselves“boulevardiers,raconteurs,renaissancemen.”Sincethe
novelisatonceacritiqueandcelebrationofAmerica,ofAmericana,Iattemptedto
summonthecanonofAmericanfiction,fromtheWizard of OztoBright Lights, 
Big City,aswellasYiddish,Spanish,hip-hop,UrdupoetryandPunjabivernacular
tocreateavoicethatisfaithfultothesubjectmatter.

Uncannily,Faizamanagedtoimbuehercanvas,whichappearsonthecoverof
Home Boy,withtheconceptualinfrastructureandthefreneticenergyofthenovel.
Youobserveviolence,exuberance,humourandélaninthefacesofhercharacters.
Anandrogynousscenesterdrawsalitcigarettetohispartedlips;abearded
figurebellowsinthebackground,suggestingretrogradeorthodoxy.Thepaletteis
animatewithorangeandblackandblueandwhiteandflesh.Youalsoobservethis
fascinating,compellingpopsensibilityinformedbytraditionsthatmightinclude
WarholandBanksy,Lollywoodandthegraphicnovel.

Atthesametime,Faizaisalsoacutelyawareofthepoliticaldynamicsthatshapethis
fraughttime.Inhervisualvocabulary,yousee“highlyeroticized”imagesoftheOther
–theAfghan,theMuslimman,forinstance–imagesthatcanbefoundinthepages
ofTimemagazine,orontelevision,ontheeveningnews.Herworkfortheexhibition
atGrosvensorVadehrafeaturesportraitsofmoustachedmen,someAsian,some
Caucasian,somestaringbackattheviewer,invitingreaction,commentary,some
lockedinposesthatsuggestawhimsicalandviolentmasculineorder.Aspectacular,
ladencanvasjuxtaposesroaringbeasts–tigers,bears,aRottweiler–witharoaring
man,agladiatorperhaps,revelinginthebloodydeathofanadversary.

Faiza’soeuvreisalsocharacterizedbydepictionsofthe“sensoryoverload”that
definesourpostmoderncondition.Sincetheadventofcinema,andtelevision,
cableandadvertising,theDigitalAge,ourconsciousnesshasarguablybecome
irreparably,irrevocablyfractured.Commentingonthechangeinourperceptions
fromhisvantageintheearlysixties,thelate,thesagacious,MarshallMcLuhan
anticipatedapsychoculturalshiftfromtheauralandoraltothevisualand“electronic
interdependence.”Faizadrawsonthearchetypesthatpopulateourconsciousness.
InPehlwan,forinstance,hervisualvocabularyincludeshairdryers,yappingtoy
jaws,triple-layeredstrawberrysundaesoozingwithchocolatesyrupframedbystars
coruscatinglikelightsinadiscoasthick,ominous,vaguelyJapanesecloudshover
above.Thegestaltoverwhelms.ItisasifFaizaisfusingdisparateimages
andtraditionsintocoherence.

Asawriter,anovelist,aPakistani,afrequentexpatriate,adenizenofthisage,
Iappreciatetheimperative.IliketothinkthatinHome BoyIalsoattempttofuse
differentgenres,modes,narrativesintosomesortofcoherence.Perhapsthat’swhy
FaizaandIworkwelltogether.Weshareasensibility.Wemustreconcilethisand
that,thehereandthere.Weareinstinctivelydrawntotropesthatcontributetoan
understandingofwhatmakesuswhatweare.She,likeme,issimplymakingsense
ofherselfandtheworldaroundher.

H.M. Naqvi
October2010
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