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Stephen Andrews: I do have a simple question about your colour blue. Is it lapis
lazuli by any chance?

Shaan Syed: Technically the blue is Ultramarine Blue mixed with Titanium
White. But yes, I'm going for a kind of indigo or lapis lazuli feel. Apparently
ultramarine used to be made from ground lapis lazuli. Because of the paper I'm
collaging onto some of the paintings, it sometimes also has a denim washed out
feel in parts where I haven't used much oil medium and the paper hasn’t been
tully saturated with oil.

Stephen: In the higher quality paints lapis probably still is one of the components
of Ultramarine Blue. The reason I ask is because it was one of the main
commodities traded on the Silk Road, the network of trade routes connecting
and integrating cultures between the East and the West. Along that route are
some of the places where your roots lay.

There’s a wonderful connection in your work to the 17* century abstract painting
practices in India. I looked up the etymology of the word, “Tantra’ and it literally
means ‘weave. The backgrounds of the new pictures evoke the warp and woof
of textiles.

Shaan: I remember you were the one who turned me on to Indian Tantra
paintings when you came to my studio years ago. I knew about the figurative
erotic Tantra paintings, but I'd not seen these other ‘abstract’ Tantra paintings.
It was a real opening up in how I thought about the binaries of East and West
and how we look at art and its trajectory from certain standpoints. Initially I was
excited by them because to my eyes they looked like modernist abstractions -
paintings that could’ve been done by any of the Bauhaus artists. But it was my
willingness to subsume them into a western art history way of looking that got me
thinking about those similarities and differences and overlaps and trajectories.
Those Tantra paintings actually go back even further - some of the earliest ones
found date back to the 14™ century, very likely even much earlier - and they
consist of a whole visual lexicon of motifs and symbols that've been passed down
over generations. It’s interesting you bring up the Silk Road - with this new body
of work I've been thinking about the kinds of things that we carry across borders
over time and that've taken on new uses or inhabited new contexts. Textiles, but
also Chinese blue and white glazed porcelain that was actually a mix of Islamic
and Chinese glazing techniques. The English eventually made their own cheaper
version from tin in the 1700s - it had the same look as the porcelain but was
more affordable and durable.

The warp and woof of textiles is something that has been on my mind in relation
to certain ideas around repetition and the structure of painting. Where something
like warp and woof points specifically to the structure of textiles through the
tradition of weaving, questions around the structure of what makes a painting



eventually lead to the grid. Both are systems that underpin their materials or
discipline. I think this is where our work actually might have some overlap -
where you've been using what I would describe as a mediated way of painting
and drawing -through a kind of painterly pixelation, or drawing through a
system of patterning.

Stephen: We navigate the world using pattern recognition. How are you using it
to encode or even decode ideas in your work?

Shaan: If pattern recognition is the way we navigate the world, then I would
say that painting is a disruption in that navigation. Duchamp used to say that
painting was a “delay” and I think this has significance here. It brings to mind
painting from life and having to learn to see in planes of colour in order to better
translate what’s going on in front of you onto the canvas. But it only becomes an
interesting painting when there’s something more that happens - some sort of
disruption or “delay” in that process. Pattern is of course connected to decoration
and ornament - something that has traditionally been a big no-no when it comes
to high art -and especially painting due to its’ flat surface. I understand this idea
and it’s concerns, but I wonder if the fact that “decorative” being a bad word
has anything to do with a kind of gatekeeping - not allowing certain ideas or
sensibilities in because they’re rooted in traditions which are also rooted in class,
race and gender. But it’s not so clear as this even. Theres a fetishisation that
happens with certain objects tied to craft - the stuff we bring back from the kinds
of places that have learned to capitalise on that fetishisation for their livelihoods.
In using patterns or hinting at them, I'm thinking about all of this.

Stephen: It occurs to me that gaydar is pattern recognition.

Shaan: That’s an interesting idea. I would say that maybe it’s pattern disruption
recognition. Like in certain Muslim weaving traditions, they often create a
pattern or system but then deliberately disrupt it or make it imperfect, as to
make something perfect is considered almost blasphemous. -So gaydar being
the ability to see the disruption...

The dramatic flourish also comes to mind in all its forms and associated ‘feyness.
Growing up, there were always bits and pieces of ornamental things that came
from Pakistan in my household. Things like engraved and brass filigree table
tops and inlaid wood plaques with Quranic verse - at one point my parents
had an idea to begin an import business and we had boxes and boxes of brass
and copper bowls and plates stored in our basement. These objects seemed
out of place to me in their surfaces and ornamentation, and I looked at them
with a kind of scrutiny - like what the hell are you doing here? Now when I'm
painting, I wonder if I can find a place or a form for that kind of otherness within
something more familiar.



Stephen: Other things that moved across borders were flora and fauna. The
collection of plants became part of a larger colonial project. Lucrative plants
brought back to Europe were hybridized and harvested to further increase profit
from the colonies. Interestingly your ‘Foliates’ [exhibition at Sundy, London,
2023] foregrounded against what I want to call a tantric/weave, brings ideas of
realpolitik into the mix. Suddenly depictions of ornamental plants take on much
different meanings than we might have assumed.

What significance do rubber plants have for you?

Shaan: I started drawing my own rubber plant and found that it had an
organic architecture that mimicked the block forms I'd been painting - large
shapes juxtaposed and overlapping. It was like I'd found something that was
the arabesque to my geometry. I got really into it and became more interested
in this plant that everyone including myself seems to have in their homes to
compliment their mid-century modern furniture. It’s a kind of home interiors
cliché, in a similar way to how the Barcelona chair is a cliché for office lobbies.
Except with the rubber plant, its genome actually lies in South Asia. Learning
this was a light bulb moment and it was then that I started looking at it as this
living thing with a hidden history, with a trajectory that spans borders, ending
up with a new significance and banality. The three double panel paintings in this
show [Basel 1, 2 and 3, 2023 oil on linen, 190 x 274cm] are based on photographs
I took of the huge rubber plant in the lobby of the new Kunstmuseum Basel in
Switzerland.

I keep thinking of Warhol’s early flower paintings - the last time I stood in front
of one it really hit me. He turned something so benign into not only a symbol
of the era, but an emblem of its collapsing. All that naive hope and optimism of
the 60’s disintegrating into nihilism at the end of the decade. It got turned into
a sign, and that was a huge implication for painting too. It’s all there in those
flowers. In a similar way, I'm asking myself could I make paintings where the
rubber plant spoke to a different kind of trajectory and collapsing?

Stephen: So, there are several systems of meaning at play in your work. Another
system you mention is the grid. I was just looking at images of Michelangelo's
cartoons and his use of the grid to scale up drawings to transfer them to the
ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Some of them appear to be made of many smaller
sheets of paper glued together which got me thinking about the application of the
lines in your work. Through the process of transferring the image to the canvas
there’s an intentional misalignment which creates these fissures in the image.
Almost as if the image has been deconstructed and puzzled back together...



Four, For oil and paper collage on linen 2023, 71.85” x 60.04” / 182.5 x 152.5cm



Shaan: The “Basel” paintings are made using a technique that I've since learned
is called ‘tonking, after Henry Tonks, a tutor at the Slade at the beginning of the
20" century. It was initially used for removing excess oil or for adding texture by
laying paper over the wet surface and then pulling it up to remove some of the
paint. I use a similar process of drawing and transfer through paper onto wet
oil paint, where the paper ends up baring the imprint of the drawing, and the
drawing is left embedded in the wet paint on the canvas. The remaining drawing
left on the paper that has been pulled away has its own quality of an imprint.
At first I didn't know what to do with all these sheets of paper with print-like
drawings on them but I knew there was something special about them. The
question became about how to use them in a way that considered how they came
about, that they were both similar but different from their ‘parent, and that one
couldn’t exist without the other. The fact that they are collaged onto stretched
linen as opposed to being framed or left as paper is a very deliberate decision.

For the parent paintings, I have to work while the paint is freshly wet and so
have to section off areas of the image to paint. Coming back the next day to
work on another section of the painting, the projector inevitably had shifted or
would get knocked accidentally and would have to be realigned, but itd never
line up perfectly. I became more interested in this glitching and so exploited it,
exaggerating the piecemeal of the image, and intentionally disrupting the space
depicted. I like that the fragmentation makes certain demands of the eyes.

Stephen: It's very McLuhan-esque. The painting becomes a picture of more than
just one thing. It is a picture of a plant but also an image of the process of how
that representation was accomplished which is then added to the implications of
the socio-political circumstances we have been discussing. The glitches remind
us to look beyond the pictorial to the meaning of the means by which the image
is being delivered. I guess that is one of the reasons why I find these paintings so
satisfying. They are ciphers.

Some of the paintings have registration marks and remind me of NASA photos
of the moon. Can you talk a little about them?

Shaan: That idea of the cipher - of reading a painting as a system of codes
and signifiers and references is important. To go back to those Indian Tantra
paintings, they were also a system or a language, made not for the purpose of
“Art” as we know it, but for the purpose of facilitating meditation - they were
part of a yogic practice, and so sit somewhere outside the system of language
we've developed for looking at and reading art, at least in most of the western
world. The registration marks have something to do with this. They perform a
function of distancing - as in those NASA photos or in other kinds of surveillance
images, or certain computer programs - it'’s a way of examining and measuring
and splicing. They provide an overall structural pattern, much like the warp and



woof does. I see them as stitches you might find on the back of heavy textiles.
In that they conjure registration marks, they refer to the process of physically
placing and collaging the paper, or the alignment and mis-alignment that begins
in the parent paintings.

Stephen: It is interesting that you mention meditation. For the most part we
imagine meditation as a way to escape the vicissitudes of life but instead its goal
is really self-awareness, a way towards positive engagement. When you speak
of looking, it is not a passive activity. By reading a painting we become part of
a conversation. The direction of the address needs to be horizontal for any real
change to manifest. The public needs to see themselves reflected in the work of
art. Your idea of the ‘parent paintings’ makes me chuckle given the oft-times
fraught relationships we have with our families. Especially for queers.

Can abstraction be queer?

Shaan: Absolutely. I think it has to do with both hiding and revealing - an aspect
of queer life that feels inherent. There was a lecture I saw a while back by David
Getsy where he speaks about a Jasper Johns painting that codifies his relationship
with Robert Rauschenberg through various hints and clues. One of the codes
embedded in the making of the work is that Johns folded the canvas over and
onto itself, like you would fold back a bed sheet, and then painted on the reverse
and exposed side. It's a direct reference to Rauschenberg’s famous “Bed” painting,
but done in a way where he’s actually talking about the act of hiding, but through
revealing. The poetry of it works so well because it’s a code - hidden, but in plain
sight, as if to avoid scrutiny. Maybe you can speak to this too, but growing up gay
or queer, we very early on learn to see the world through a system of codes - a
kind of deciphering lens. Learning these unspoken codes through the need to
hide or selectively reveal and recognise becomes not just a manner of moving
through the world and a matter of survival, but a way to see. Speaking of parents,
you're bringing to mind one of my strongest earliest memories of visiting New
York with my parents -I must've been 6 - my mother stopped someone on the
street to ask which way to Greenwich Village. I remember it so clearly - this
woman looked us over and said in a concerned and disapproving voice, “‘Why
would you want to go there? It’s not for families” - or something to that effect. 'm
pretty sure she didn’t say “gay” but even if she did, I wouldn’t have known what
that word was, and still I had a pretty good understanding of what she meant by
the way she said it and how she looked at us.

Stephen: So you were learning code switching early on at the same time as
you were learning to draw. That must have been a moment at the beginning of
understanding the different parts of yourself. As you say it is one of your earliest
memories do you think that might be where the binary elements in your work
come from?



Shaan: To be honest I've never thought of that memory in that way. By binary
I'm assuming you mean the divisions that I make on the canvas? The inclination
to divide the canvas I think comes from a desire to configure two sides back
together — something I found myself doing my whole life as someone raised
by a Pakistani Muslim father and an English Protestant mother, in Canada - a
country that, to two parents that had lived through a major war and a massive
conflict as children, would have been seen as “the new world”. Despite this, there
was always a conflict between East and West in our household. Passing as white
and having a Muslim name that sounded like a western name are just two things
that shaped this split or binary for me personally. You are how people see you,
or not... There’s a slippage there that has to be negotiated that has some parallels
with the queer experience. Initially, dividing the canvas was a flippant response
to a friend coming to the studio and saying ‘your paintings are always one colour.
I thought oh yeah? I'll show you, I'll do two colours! It set something oft where
the split became a way of creating a space where two sides had to be reconfigured
back together again. The split eventually became a focus and in a psychoanalytic
way it made me think of the circumstances of my own upbringing. To go back
to that idea of the cipher, I do see myself as a cipher for what came out of this
particular tension in my household. Distance from Canada and living in the UK
has made this very apparent for me.

The divide is also a ‘partition. And Partition is something that is lodged in my
family history even as it’s shrouded in a kind of mystery or silence - which is
so common for families who experienced it. My father would’ve been about 14
when India was partitioned, and as Muslims, the family had to flee, or be killed.
As the oldest male in a large family, he was responsible for leading his brothers
and sisters out of India into the newly formed Pakistan. For some reason, we don’t
know why, the parents sent the children ahead. Partition was an unbelievably
violent and complex event, and they would’ve seen or experienced gruesome
violence leading up to their fleeing and on their journey out of India and into
Pakistan. I've been understanding how this event has been passed down and
how it’s shaped my own life and perspective. Now, tracing a journey that starts in
British India, moves to Pakistan through displacement and violence, then over
to England to the heart of Empire where my parents met, then on to Canada
away from old worlds towards hope and the naive optimism of newness, then
back to England where I've lived for 20 years now - inside that dying Empire
(and the country that was arguably responsible for Partition and its violence)
- has lead me to start thinking about multiplicity and permeability in how I'm
making paintings.

Opposite: Ficus Elastica 12, oil on linen 2023, 19.69” x 15.75” / 50 x 40cm
Middle spread: Basel 3, oil on linen on two panels
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