
Transcript of Interview with Wahab Jaffer, 26 January 2015 

Wahab Jaffer (WJ): Well, when I arrived from England after my studies in 1966, I joined the family business but 
in between I was buying art from the local market, usually prints, because a person from Lahore used to come with a 

lot of Italian prints on canvas, of the old Masters like Constable, Manet, Monet and others, so I used to buy those. 

And this carried on for two or three years, and later on I started collected original art. But I used to go to Bori Bazaar 

and get original oil paintings from a person, artist there who was repeating himself, as a tourist for the tourists. So 

there I met a friend of mine who took me to Ali Imam’s gallery which has just opened that year. I think it was 1970 

and this was about February-March. From there on I started collecting art from Indus Gallery, I met Ali Imam, and 

for two years I was buying paintings, my first painting was of Mobeen-ul-Azeem who was exhibiting there, a one-

man show. And later on, I used to go to, there were no other galleries there except Ali Imam took me to, introduced 

me to other artists in the vicinity of the gallery where Ahmed Parvez was living, Maqsood Ali and his wife, Naheed 

Ali were living and also Bashir Mirza. So he took me, one artist a day, so that’s how I got personally interested and 

bought paintings from the artists themselves later on. So that’s how I started actually. As a painter, I started a year 

later in 1972 January, when our industries were nationalized by Mr. Bhutto’s government at that time. So I had 
nothing to do in the office except making coffee and reading newspapers, for about ten days and then I went to Ali 

Imam, I said I would like to learn how to paint, I would like to join your classes. He said no, I won’t allow you 

because there are only girls here who I am teaching and I know why you want to come and join the classes and I 

said no it is not the reason, I showed him the news cutting from the newspaper, that our industries were nationalized 

and I had nothing to do. He realized and reluctantly agreed and asked me to get brushes and paints from the bazaar 

(market) and I joined the classes and I was there for six months. From there I started, this is in 1972, and I haven’t 

stopped painting since then. Now I think, it’s been 42 years and I am still carrying on. So, collector, artists, 

businessman, I carried on with the business, trading, but our industry was nationalized so that was out of question so 

I started imports and exports, importing fertilizers, pesticides, agricultural chemicals and dye-stuffs and selling it in 

the market to textile mills and the farmers. So that’s how it all began, within a span of five-six years, I became a 

collector of art, an artist, and a friend of the artists of that time, who were major artists of our country, like Ahmed 
Parvez, Sadequain, Gulgee, Bashir Mirza, Ali Imam himself, and others. So it was a very good journey for me as far 

as myself is concerned as an artist because I came to learn first-hand of what the senior artists were doing. And I 

used to pay them a visit every day, sometimes Ahmed Parvez, most of the time to Ahmed Parvez and then to Bashir 

Mirza, Gulgee, they were all close by. So it was a great time and I am grateful to my friend who took me to see the 

Indus Gallery to Ali Imam, so that’s how it started.  

 

Hammad Nasar (HN): So in terms of seeing art, you had your education, college education, from the UK. So was 

arts something that you were already interested in, where were you going, where were you seeing art, what were you 

reading?  

 

WJ: I was interested in art from my school days, because my geography maps were all in colour and I always got 9 

on 10 or 10 on 10 and very good remarks by the teacher so colouring I was always good at. Sketching, I used to 
sketch in the classrooms, of airplanes and still lives. But when I went to England, actually I went to England with 

the cricket team. Training in England for six months, with test cricketers.  And after I finished that, I joined Austin 

Motor Company because I had a franchise in Karachi and then it was a sandwich course, six months at college and 

six months at the factory. So in between, I played cricket in the summers and visited museums in Birmingham area. 

Whenever I had the opportunity to go to London, I went to Tate Gallery. Tate Modern wasn’t there at that time and 

many others, National Portrait Gallery and many others. So it was, it was an eye opener for me as a youngster in 

those days for me in England to see these galleries and museums. And one of the apprentices I was with, he was an 

artist himself, he was painting at home in the evenings and I used to watch him also. He was a Spanish young man, 

doing the same thing as I was doing and he was painting and I used to watch him. So that’s how I got interested in it.  

 

HN: And you mentioned a number of people who are sort of pillars of modern art in Pakistan. I think it would be 
great to touch upon any of them. But I think I am also struck by the time that you came back to Pakistan, so this is 

the ‘60s? 

WJ: Yes late ‘60s. 

  

HN: Late ‘60s, also it was a time of great political turmoil also. ‘69 and ‘71-  

 



WJ: It was a very trying time, there were a lot of problems as far as the war with India is concerned. And then 

General Ayub was finished off in March 1969 and General Yahya took over. So from there on, there were a lot of 

problems in Pakistan vis-a-vis East Pakistan. So eventually, everybody knows what happened thereafter. And those 

were trying, trying times, difficult times for everybody. Especially Karachi being a port, there was a lot of 

bombardment by the Indian Air Force. So I remember we moved into our house in August 1971, brand new house, 

fully white, and in November I think the war broke out, in December, and people started complaining, not the people 
the police councilors that your house is all white and in a moon-lit night, you can see it from up so you better change 

the color of the house, so we had to throw mud on it and it became brown so that aero planes or whatever couldn’t 

see the house at night. Because the fires were burning at the port, the oil tanks, so that blaze would brighten our 

place which was miles away so we had to throw mud all over the place and it was brown instead of white when it 

finished but those were trying times, it took about another three to four months for everything to settle down. And 

life became normal.  

 

HN: Sir, this hardly seems like an opportune time to open a gallery so and this Mobeen-ul-Azeem purchase, was 

that the first exhibition?  

 

WJ: No the first exhibition was a group exhibition, which I didn’t see, I didn’t know Ali Imam, when the gallery 

first opened. Which must have been 3-4 months prior to Mobeen-ul-Azeem’s exhibition. Mobeen-ul-Azeem’s 
exhibition was the second one but first solo, and that was in 1971. But that was before the war the gallery opened 

before the war. So there was no problem, the war wasn’t, the war was just 17 days, life became normal within 2-3 

months, and people started moving up and buying art and exhibitions carried on and Ali Imam took me to Ahmed 

Parvez to meet him and he was painting away in a small apartment and Ali Imam left after half an hour and I stayed 

there. So I said how about a canvas, would you like to paint a canvas for me? Commissioned with a canvas. He said, 

yes of course sit down, he took a 4x6, not 4x6, 4x3, he put out a plate, tambay wali plate (copper plate), on the 

canvas, he drew a circle, on the canvas he drew a circle, he was wearing a kurta (shirt), a red kurta with this design 

on the collar, on the chest, he cut it with a scissor and he stuck it on the canvas and around that he painted. It took 

him six months to finish it, because he said whenever you’ll come, I’ll paint. So you have to see it until it is finished. 

And I used to take a small powa for him, because he said whenever you come, you know what a powa is? 

 
HN: I don’t. 

WJ: Powa is a small bottle of scotch.  

HN: Oh.  

WJ: Local scotch. Local whiskey. So I used to do that and he used to wait for me and it took him six months, 

because I was not also very frequently visiting him, once a week or twice a week.  

 

HN: If I were getting a powa for every time you came, I would take more than six months, probably six years.  

 

WJ: That could be the –  

HN: But this is quite unusual, a gallery is taking you to an artist and you buying art directly from the artist.  

 

WJ: It is unusual, but Ali Imam knew that I would buy from the gallery whenever there was an exhibition. Which I 

did for many years, that’s how my collection grew. He used to have two exhibitions in a month and I used to buy at 

least one painting if not two from that particular exhibition. So 24 exhibitions in a year, 24 paintings in a year. Or 

even more, and other paintings from other artists, so collection grew into a lot of artists. And I was lucky at that  

time because these paintings were not very expensive. But the value of money was there also, the earning power was 

not that good also. So, but in any case, I had the privilege of meeting many great artists like Sadequain, Gulgee and 

others, Jamil Naqsh.  

 
HN: And this was all through their exhibitions at the Imam Sahab’s? 

WJ: No, no, these exhibitions, Gulgee didn’t have an exhibition, at that time after about 18 years, he had an 

exhibition at Ali Imam’s gallery. Bashir Mirza had two exhibitions in the ‘70s, one was the ‘Lonely Girls Series’ 

and one was ‘Songs in Colour’. ‘Songs in Colour’ was inaugurated by Mehdi Hasan. He cut the ribbon and gave a 



speech on art, on colours, that was a very nice evening. But he didn’t sing anything, he didn’t sing a ghazal or 

anything. But his presence was very, very nice. Thereafter, Sadequain never exhibited. Even though he used to sell 

paintings there, one or two paintings or calligraphies, he used to keep there. Or Mr. Ali Imam used to tell him to 

send some from Islamabad, he used to do that. But he never held an exhibition. And Ahmed Parvez was regular in 

exhibitions at the Indus Gallery. And Shahid Sajjad used to visit. We all used to get together on a Sunday, and on a 

Friday when Friday became a public holiday. So, Ali Imam, myself, Kohari when he was in town, Dr. Naqvi and 
Shahid Sajjad and many others, two or three others we always get together there and discuss art and discuss one 

another’s work and what’s happened the last week, who saw what. These were interesting times. And we talked 

about international art also. Who was doing what abroad.  

 

HN: How were you getting information about international art? 

WJ: So newspapers, local newspapers. We didn’t have the, well my father used to get Times of London, sent by the 

British Consulate every day for many years. And it stopped I think in the late ‘70s, when British Consulate couldn’t 

afford to send anymore. But for 10, 15 years I used to get on thin paper, I used to get, information from there also 
we used to get- also there was a BBC correspondent in Karachi, Mr. Jafri, Iqbal Jafri, he also used to provide us with 

information and whoever went abroad at that time, got some book or some exhibition catalogue or whatever.  

 

HN: So we will start again, so Wahab Sahab, how were you finding out what was happening internationally? 

 

WJ: As I was saying if somebody went abroad they used to get exhibition catalogues or a couple of books and we 

used to all share them and there was a very good library at the PSCC and at the American Centre where you could 

borrow books and there was a bookshop there also, full of art books. And in those days, in Elphinstone Street in 

Karachi, there were two or three bookshops, Pak-American was very important and Thomas and Thomas, so books 

were available in any case. And art books were available also. Arts Council had a bookshop also. So it was not 

difficult on finding books on art but the latest news from abroad was difficult unless I got the papers from my 
father’s office and saw what was happening in different galleries in London. Sometimes we could get that and share 

it amongst ourselves. So on Sundays, we used to do that, whatever we could find, go to Ali Imam’s gallery, have a 

cup of tea and discuss whatever we wanted to discuss and enjoy for about a couple of hours, and this carried on for 

many years. And whoever came from abroad, artists or anybody else, they all joined in, they knew that we met there 

and it was a regular meeting for many years.  

 

HN: And what about looking at art that was happening within Karachi? Or within Pakistan? 

WJ: Art in Karachi, as I said was one gallery at that time. Ali Imam’s. Bashir Mirza had closed his gallery, but there 
was another gallery, Sultan Ahmed, The Gallery, but it was not a very regular affair.  

 

HN: Hassan did you get it? [inaudible] 

WJ: There was another gallery in town, Sultan Mehmood's The Gallery. It used to have exhibitions but it was not a 

very regular affair. Ali Imam used to have regular exhibitions at the Indus Gallery. So that carried on for many, 

many years. I came to know him in 1971. Up till 1994, that gallery remained in the nursery area of Shahrae Faisal, 

then it moved to Bath Island. Bath Island, when Indus Gallery moved there, it was a smaller space. He did well there 

until 2002 when he passed away. For about 8-10 years, he carried on, then his wife has carried on since then. But it 
has become very slow.  

 

HN: He was obviously a major figure?  

WJ: Oh yes. 

HN: And you sort of dealt with him at several levels. From the sound of it, you were, at least you know the key, at 

least one of the key collectors who made sure that his exhibitions would have some momentum but you were also 

then a student. You turned up every Sunday, so you were also a friend. It would be great to hear your perspective on 

the role of Ali Imam and how you saw change. Because he himself was a painter, did he talk much about those days 

with you? 

 



WJ: He talked a lot about his days in England with Ahmad Parvez, Shamza, and I think Safdar also went there in 

the early period and came back earlier. But Ali Imam was the first one to come back to Pakistan, and he joined the 

Arts Council as the principal. Thereafter, Ahmad Parvez came and Shamza remained there. After joining the Arts 

Council, he was there for about a couple of years. Then Mr. Usman, he is a businessman, of Mughal Tobacco. Ali 

Imam convinced him that we should open up a gallery. So Mr. Usman sponsored the Indus Gallery in a way by 

opening it up, by putting the lighting and everything else. And then Ali Imam carried on, selling paintings and 
exhibiting very regularly. But Ali Imam as a person was a very nice person. I got to know him very closely later on 

after a few years. And once he was, because of his heart problem, in hospital. And Mr. Ahad's exhibition was taking 

place. It hadn't opened. He gave me the responsibility that I should sit at the gallery and look after Mr. Ahad and the 

sale of the exhibition and everything else, whatever, giving the write ups for the newspapers, calling the journalists, 

sending the invitations out. I did everything for that exhibition of Mr. Ahad. He was an architect by profession and a 

very good artist, did watercolours. So I did that and got experience. At one time I was also thinking of opening up a 

gallery, but never got down to it. Luckily, I'm glad I didn’t because otherwise I would have sold all my collection 

very earlier on. So by the time Ali Imam passed away I had collected about 1200 works of art, mostly through Indus 

Gallery. Say about 600-700 paintings through Indus Gallery and the rest, buying them from artists themselves, and 

abroad also. So I had an international collection also, amongst the works, people like John Piper and Henry Moore, 

Ben Nicholson, Barbara Hepworth, Allan Davey. A nice portfolio I found in Toronto of these artists. This portfolio 

was for opening up an art gallery in South Cornwall by the name of Tate. So I found this in Toronto, very 
inexpensive, all signed and numbered and everything. So besides that I used to find many other things when I used 

to be abroad, at auction houses, icons and modern art. It was on Portobello Road, as I told you earlier I found 

Jehangir Sabawallah's paintings, Ahmad Parvez's three paintings. It was Portobello Market. It's a Saturday market of 

Nottingham Gate, and I found some very good things there. I go there even now if I am in London. 

 

HN: Let's go back to Imam Sahab and Indus Gallery. One of the things, given that he was largely on his own, not 

only do you have to find the artists, invite and hopefully find some collectors, you also have to inculcate somebody 

or several people to write sympathetic reviews. You saw Imam Sahab in action doing all of these things. What sort 

of struck you, what made him an effective gallerist? 

 

WJ: He made Dr. Akbar Naqvi interested in art, to write about art. Dr. Akbar Naqvi asked him to go to Dharki, 
where Engro, the fertiliser company was, because Dr. Akbar was working for that company. I remember Ali Imam 

used to fly twice a week to Dharki, where he would give lessons to the Begumaat. I think it was twice a week, every 

week. He was paid for it. And in return Dr. Akbar started writing for The Sun at that time. When The Sun closed 

down, he started writing for Dawn. He wrote for many, many years. And besides that Ali Imam did everything 

himself. He wrote the cards, he went to the post office and remained there until each was stamped. He made sure 

they were posted and then he came back. Then he went to all the newspapers in town, giving them the card and the 

bio data of the artist, so they could write about the exhibition and send their reporters. Reporters like Sultan Ahmad 

knew Ali Imam in any case, Shafi Aqeel who was regularly writing in the Jang, the other lady Sheen Farrukh of 

Akhbar e Jahan, Mrs. Shamim Akhtar was the editor. Abdul Wahab Siddiqi was writing in the MAG magazine, 

Anwar Murad was writing for Tempo, his own magazine at that time, which has closed down now. Hamid Zaman 

was writing for the Morning News, so it carried on. He made sure that they wrote about the exhibition and before the 

exhibition there was a preview, where dinner was served, for collectors and the journalists so that they could see the 
paintings in advance and buy them if they wanted to. The preview evening was always a very nice evening because 

it was very informal and we came to know one another, everyone was there, the journalists and reporters. Ali Imam 

did everything and it was a good learning experience for a young person like me at that time.  

 

HN: You said you stayed in his art classes for six months, did you then do other art classes elsewhere? How did you 

grow your own art practice? 

 

WJ: I used to paint at home regularly and he used to come visit me and see my work and see how I was carrying on. 

And he was surprised one day when he came in and said how did you get onto abstract painting immediately. He 

said you have just completed the class six months and you are doing seascapes and landscapes. I said I wanted to try 

it out because of Ahmad Parvez's influence. I sit with him so much and I must also try something. I was heavily 
influenced by his work in any case. So it wasn’t difficult to do something resembling his work in own my way. And 

Mr. Imam didn’t give me an exhibition until Parvez was alive because I was so closely influenced by his work. In 

1981 he saw a work that I was moving away a little bit, so he gave me an exhibition. Even then some writers 

connected my work to Ahmad Parvez, which is correct. I am still influenced by his colours.  



 

HN: Did you ask for an exhibition? 

WJ: Never. I never asked. I was exhibiting in group shows. Once in two years or whatever at the Indus Gallery. 

Then Bashir Mirza started his gallery, Atelier BM in 1983 or 1984 and he used to hold exhibitions. In group shows I 

used to hold exhibitions at BM gallery. That was a good gallery too later on. He was exhibiting regularly, mostly 

new artists and artists who came from Lahore or elsewhere, or from abroad also. Mr. Terry Ferryday from Germany 

exhibited in his gallery once, one or two others also. So there were two galleries running at that time in the 80's. And 

Bashir Mirza was exhibiting regularly but during Zia's time, Bashir closed down his gallery and stopped painting. 

Because everything went under calligraphies. Quite a few artists went onto calligraphy, artists who were painting 

modern art, landscapes and everything else, they stopped painting, figurative especially. They went onto 

calligraphies because of Zia-ul-Haq. When Zia passed away BM started painting and Souza had arrived, so he learnt 

to paint in started painting acrylics.  

 

HN: Tell us about Souza, because he first came in 1975. Could you tell how that introduction happened? What made 
him come here at that time? How you got connected with him? 

 

WJ: My cousin-in-law, Victor Anand, he was living in London writing for the Spectator, and also writing as a jazz 

critic for the Telegraph and the Guardian. So he rang me up and said my friend Souza wants to visit Karachi on his 

way to India, would you keep him, take care of him. I said yes, why not. He also said that he wants to exhibit as 

well. And would you ask Ali Imam if he would be interested. And Ali Imam agreed. Anyways, he arrived in a few 

weeks at the Karachi airport, I went to fetch him. He stayed with me for a month. As soon as he left the airport he 

asked me about Ahmad Parvez, where he is living. I told him yes, I know where he is living but let's go home first 

and have some breakfast, keep your things there and then we'll go and see him. So we went to see him and he had 

brought a bottle of Scotch for him. I even remember Balentine was the name. And as he entered the apartment, 

Ahmad Parvez was shocked to see him. But he embraced him. The first question Souza asked was, "Where is my 
money?" So he said, "What money?" He said the paintings I gave you to sell in Pakistan, you took 15 or 20 

paintings of different artists for an exhibition. He said oh yes, there was an exhibition and everything got sold. But 

there is no money left. But I'll give it to you. In any case he didn't give him the bottle of Scotch and said, even 

though I bought it for you but since the money is not here, I won't give it to you. Later on when Ahmad Parvez came 

to my house and met him and we had a nice evening together. So Souza had an exhibition at Indus Gallery in 1975, 

his first exhibition in Pakistan. And sold a lot but he couldn’t sell his canvases, he only sold small paintings. They 

were too expensive to buy. After that he was here for a month, then he went away. He came back many times, three 

or four times, in 1989, 1992. Twice in 1992 and 1994 was his last visit. He also passed away in 2002, I think a 

couple of months before Ali Imam passed away.  

 

HN: And I imagine Imam Sahab would have known Souza from London.  

WJ: Oh yes, he knew him much before that. I think he knew him during his Bombay days at the Progressive 

Movement, at the JJ School but before London. He used to meet him regularly in London because he was a very 

well-known artist in London at that time, Souza, in 1957-1958.  

 

HN: But I wonder, given Imam Sahab's association and of course given Imam Sahab’s brother being Raza, and Raza 

being part of the Progressives, I am struck by this roundabout way of coming to live with you and you asking Imam 

Sahab to give him an exhibition, what was that about?  

 
WJ: I am talking about pre-partition, when they knew each other or perhaps didn't know each other very well. They 

must have met somewhere. Time had passed, over 20-25 years, so Souza wasn't sure that Ali Imam would remember 

him and give him an exhibition. Ali Imam knew him and remembered him and he said he could come at anytime 

and exhibit. And whenever he came to Karachi or to Pakistan, he exhibited at Ali Imam's. He never exhibited 

anywhere else.  

 

HN: This was I am guessing quite historic, an Indian artist, albeit living in London. Did the fact that he was living in 

London help? How was that received locally?  

 



WJ: He was received very well. But not because he was living in London but because he was a popular Indian artist,  

well-known Indian artist. His bio data and his previous exhibitions, he brought all the material with him. It was an 

eye opener for everybody to see what happened in the past. He brought some books with him, couple of books 

which he had printed in London. So it was very well taken at that time by the Karachi public at that time. And very 

well-written about in the newspapers and magazines of the time.  

 
HN: What prompted him to come to Karachi? 

WJ: He was on his way to India, to exhibit in Delhi and Bombay. Victor Anand asked him, "Why don't you stop in 

Karachi on your way and exhibit there”. Victor Anand knew him very well in London. So it could be that or maybe 

he wanted to exhibit in Karachi, coming for the first time to Pakistan. And he met some very good friends here as 

per his letters to me, he enjoyed his visits to Karachi.  

 

HN: So his letters certainly seem to attest to that. In one of his letters, he talks about, I think it was in 1989 that he 

stayed with Bashir Mirza. Could you tell us a little about the chemistry between them. 
 

WJ: I can't tell you everything. Some things have to remain as they are.  

HN: For the sake of art history. 

WJ: Well for art history, well he enjoyed himself in Karachi. He painted here. As soon as he used to arrive, Ali 
Imam used to go and see him and buy everything. First exhibition, he put the prices and everything was sold. But 

Ali Imam used to buy the whole lot. Whatever he could place in the gallery, he used to buy outright. And then keep 

the prices whatever he felt were correct. So that’s how he sold everything, every time. And whenever he painted 

some more, he would sell again. But the thing is he painted a lot, whenever he was in Karachi. But he never sold to 

outsiders; he always sold it through the gallery. He wouldn't sell it to me also, only privately, through Ali Imam. So 

he was very particular about them. Unless he made a portrait or something then obviously, which he didn't do much. 

And nobody asked him to do it except me at one time. I asked him to make my portrait, he said I'll charge you so 

much. I said okay. But the portrait didn't resemble me so I said I am not going to buy this from you because it's not 

my portrait but somebody else you imagined. He got really annoyed. He took it to Delhi and write to me from there. 

I sold this painting at a very good price, calling you a Nawab instead of Wahab. Nawab of Karachi. Anyway, Bashir 

Mirza enjoyed his stay with him because that's where he learnt how to paint in acrylic. He took some acrylic paint 
from me couple of years earlier and tried to work in acrylics but he couldn’t manage it. It dried up very soon. When 

he saw Souza working in his studio for longer periods, he started doing it and he did very well after it, he did 

acrylics on full sheets of paper. He did beautiful exhibitions which he took to India also. He left the paintings there 

with Mr. Kutro, who was the editor of Statesman. Those paintings are still there. Nobody has gone back to collect 

them for Bashir Mirza. I told his nephew couple of years ago to take them from Mr. Kutro. But he had passed away 

too so nobody knew where the paintings are. But they had a good time. Souza had a good time, watching blue 

movies at night and drinking vodka. And having girls in there. He has written about that, you must have read some 

letters? What kind of time he had in Karachi and always felt like coming here again and again. He sold well here but 

the prices were not very high here because Ali Imam knew if the prices were high, people wouldn’t buy. And Souza 

was happy with that, as long as he was getting money to enjoy himself here in Karachi. So he did that, he shopped a 

lot, took some gifts for his girlfriends in Bombay and Delhi.  

HN: And what other artists do you think he had much of an interaction with during his time in Karachi?  

 

WJ: Whoever was available, he interacted with them. He wasn't the kind of person who would stay aloof from 

everybody. He enjoyed company. He enjoyed talking about himself, his work, and others also. He thought he was 

above everybody else, obviously. But he was a very nice person at heart, very articulate and he wrote very well. I 

enjoyed his company. He came thereafter, three more exhibitions he held in Karachi. In total, he held six 

exhibitions.  

 
HN: You became quite a big collector of his work.  

WJ: Yes.  

HN: And that started with his first visit? Did you follow that through? Did you visit him in New York?  



 

WJ: Oh yes, regularly. Whenever I was going to Houston for my medical check-ups, I used to stop at New York 

and meet him. He didn’t have a beautiful apartment but he had an apartment with beautiful works of art, his own 

work mostly. He was always working. But his paintings were very expensive if you wanted to buy in New York. 

Much more expensive than what he was selling for in Pakistan. So a small painting would be around a thousand or 

two thousand dollars but I never bought anything from there, except one painting I bought was of Ahmad Parvez. It 
was a sketch, which I found in Souza's apartment. There was also a self-portrait of Hussain but that was too 

expensive to buy so I bought this small sketch for 500 dollars. It was by Ahmad Parvez, 1958, which was with 

Souza in his folio of work. I was going through it and I saw it and I said, "This was my friend Ahmad Parvez. How 

about this? I hope you are not going to charge me too much for it." He said okay, 500 dollars so I bought it for 500 

dollars.  

 

HN: That seems like a good moment to talk about your friend Ahmad Parvez. You told us about that first encounter 

when he started painting that six-month painting for you. Tell us how that relationship developed because in a way it 

was quite a formative relation for you, both as an artist and a collector.  

 

WJ: It started, as I said with that painting but connected with that painting. That painting was called Lubna and Red 

Whispers. He was infatuated by Lubna Latif at the time. I didn't know Lubna at the time. So he gave me the address 
of Lubna, who was living in Nazimabad and buy her painting. And to tell her that Ahmad Parvez had sent me to buy 

the painting so she knows that it was instrumental in selling her painting. Anyways, I went there, I bought the 

painting. She asked me who gave me her address and I told her Ahmad Parvez had sent me to buy her painting. She 

asked me, “Did you really want to buy it or you are buying because of him?” I said, “Since I am here now and I have 

heard about you also, I like your work so I'll buy one painting. So I bought one.” I took it back. Ahmad Parvez was 

very happy and he said, “When I meet her next time I'll take my commission from her.” He was in love with her but 

eventually she got married to somebody else and went away to America. I think that was before Ahmad Parvez 

passed away. No, he passed away then she went away to America, in ‘79 he passed away. I knew him for a whole 

seven years and whenever he held an exhibition, I used to be there with him, watching him paint. He was a very 

good teacher also, he would tell you why I am putting this green against the red in this particular work, and why is 

this and why not some other colour. So he was fantastic in that respect. And there was always a reason behind it why 
he had green to red and why the blues in the background and why the warm colours in the foreground. So he was 

basically a colorist and his forms were totally different. People, even Ali Imam used to say that his work was too 

close to Allan Davies' work. He used to say, “Allan Davies is inspired by my work, I am not inspired by his work.” 

So there was always an argument there but colour wise I thought he was better than Allan Davies but form wise, be 

was got close to some of Allan Davies' work not all of his work. 

 

HN: Many of the people that we now refer to as the Lahore Art Circle, such as Imam Sahab, Ahmad Parvez, 

Shamza. In terms of Ahmad Parvez coming back from Lahore to London, then back. What drove that in your view? 

Because in all accounts his life here was not very happy.  

 

WJ: Not at all. I think he came back because his marriage was in doldrums. He got separated from his wife and his 

children in London so that drove him away from London and he came here perhaps to get away from there for some 
time but when he came here he stayed on. I think he came back in 1967 and he stayed on for a couple of years and 

then he moved to New York. He met this Japanese cabaret dancer I think she was, in Karachi. He followed her to 

New York, I think he got married there and had a son. And they separated also. After that he came back to Pakistan. 

But during his time in NYC, he was exhibiting at Madison Avenue, Gallery International, where he sent me in 1976 

with a check when I was going to Houston for my surgery. And told me to buy his painting. It reminded me of the 

Lubna days so I went there and gave the letter to the owners, Mr and Mrs Califano at the gallery, 1095 Madison 

Avenue. Beautiful gallery and some beautiful paintings of Ahmad Parvez there. Good choice. So I bought one, he 

said it's for a thousand dollars. And I told him I could not buy it for that much and that I am a visitor and was there 

as his friend. I showed him the letter. He gave it to me for 50 percent less. I bought that painting to Karachi and he 

was very happy and he always used to say, "This is from New York." And thereafter, whenever I used to go to New 

York, I used to buy his work until the gallery closed down because her husband passed away. She came from 
outside New York with a portfolio to my hotel and would sell me work. Even last year before coming to Karachi 

from Toronto, I rang her up and asked her if she has more. I know she had four paintings left. And she said they 

were for her collection. I asked her to give me two at least, she said no. But I asked her to send me pictures of those 

paintings through email. But when I go next time, I'll go see her and try and convince her to sell me two at least. But 



I have told her to leave them in her will, don't forget to do that. She said she would do that. They were very good 

paintings, one I remember, heart-shaped vase, which was reproduced in the brochure of Gallery International.  

 

HN: Ahmad Parvez was also a very articulate man and he wrote. There was an influence. So in those years that you 

saw him here and was one of his regular companies, what struck me was that he doesn’t seem to have left that much 

of a mark on the collective memory of Pakistan art history. Would you agree with that statement? 
 

WJ: He was an avid reader of books. He used to always read, especially in the afternoons. He used to paint every 

day in the mornings and in the evenings but after lunch he used to lie down and read a book. I don't know what sort 

of books, but they were usually novels. Paperbacks. He would tear those pages when he finished the book and then 

reassembled them in some other way. He used to tear them with a scissor, the whole book and then he used to tell 

me that now you have to make some designs on the canvas. Just put them here, there and everywhere. I don't know 

what he meant, I couldn't get down to it once he did that. And then he was very good in his mobiles he made, like 

Calder. He did that very well, painting it. And then he painted these cement blocks. This is when he got his own 

apartment here, after his pride of performance in 1978. Last year of his life, he had a beautiful apartment. He painted 

frescos on the wall, rented apartment, and mobiles, he had birds in the house. It was a beautiful scene. Then he used 

to cook. He had parties. He invited people to inaugurate the apartment, with all these beautiful paintings all around. 

And he made sandwiches himself and served to everybody. And he made sure that Lubna also turned up, and Dr 
Bland of Pakistan American Centre also turned up. So this is I am talking about 1979, February or March.  

 

HN: At some point, he was also living with you, is that right? 

WJ: Not for a very long period. He used to sometimes stop overnight. Sometimes he was here late at night, he used 

to sleep at my place. But he never stayed for a month or six weeks. He stayed with Dr.Sajid for sometime, for 15-16 

days. I know that. He always stayed in his own place. Once in a while he used to stop over but not for long periods. 

Once I remember he came early in the morning while I was leaving for the office, he said, “I need some colours and 
paints, and some canvases of yours. I'll remain here and I'll paint and give me my pawa and ask your khansama 

(cook) to give me lunch in the afternoon, and I'll do some work for you.” I said, very nice. So I came in the evening 

and he was not there. He left Styrofoam (packaging material), written on it was, “This is to displease Wahab Jaffer.” 

And he made a painting out of it. It's in that portfolio there. “To displease Wahab Jaffer.” So he just did that. He had 

his food, he had his pawa, and he went away. He was like a child when he had lots of colours with him. He was 

always short of colours, and brushes. But when I used to come from abroad, I used to get paints and brushes for him. 

And he was very happy, and he would say, "Can I waste this colour." And I would say, "Do what you want with it, 

it's yours." He was so happy he would throw colours on the canvas, to get that tactile quality which he would never 

get if he bought his own colours. He was very stingy with colours. So he was that sort of a person, he was always 

short of money, even though he made some good money. I remember at one exhibition at PSCC he got Rs 28,000 

cash. 1975, it was good money at that time. He said, “Let's go now.” He took me to the bazaar and bought a watch, 

then he got a camera, then he bought a radio tape recorder. Then we went. And then he said, now stop on Tariq 
Road. He went into the bar, bars were open those days and “Drinks on the house”. So whoever was there had a drink 

on him. He was a very generous person in that sense. When he had money he liked to spend everything. Within a 

couple of weeks, he finished that money and started selling those things back to the shopkeepers. He was the only 

artist I know who used to buy paintings of other artists at exhibitions, specially the younger generation. He was very 

close to the younger artists, beginners. 

 

HN: Who in particular?  

WJ: Mir, for instance. He wrote some lines for Imran Mir on his first exhibition, and there were many others at the 

Arts Council. He used to go there and give lectures, used to mix with the artists and sit there. In that sense, he was 

very close to the younger generation. He always liked them. And he wanted to teach them. He was like an open 

book. You could go there and find out things and ask him anything, and he would help you.  

 

HN: Speaking of the Arts Council, one of the other artists that you were close to was Sadequain. How did that 

relationship develop? Where did you meet him?  

 

WJ: I met him by accident. Because I knew Sadequain and his work before I met him. I went to Jinnah Hospital to 

see a friend of mine, and he was there. It was a Sunday morning. I met him and he told me that, you know 



Sadequain is next door, he is also in the hospital, in the next room. So I said I must go and meet him then. So I went 

and met Sadequain, there were lots of people sitting around, and he was painting. And lot of work on the walls, so I 

said, “Sadequain Sahab, I also want a painting of yours.” So he said, “Okay, but you have to do something before I 

give you that painting. Or before I make that painting.” He said, “Go and get me one bottle of Scotch, two thousand 

rupees and a carton of cigarettes.” He said go and get it, and I'll make a painting for you in front of you. So I went. 

In those days, the bars were open, the wine shops were open. I got it within an hour and gave it to him. There was a 
poor man with a girl who was sitting down. He told him that these two thousand rupees are yours and said your 

work has been done, and that you should go now. I don't know, there must be reason or something, the girl was 

getting married I think. So he gave him the money, they went away. The he said, “Okay, sit down now.” And he 

took two sheets of paper and diptych, vertical. And he painted a man and a woman, himself and a model, the artist 

and the model, which was titled, Love Rock, nude. Within five minutes he did that. With markers and very thin oil 

paint in turpentine with a brush. Beautiful painting. I think I have a photograph. Aziz Kurtab took it from on 

exchange for two Hussain horses. He liked it and we exchanged. So this was how I came to know Sadequain.  

 

HN: This was when?  

WJ: This was 1973, at Jinnah Hospital. Then he went into Jinnah many times, he had some problem with his liver. 

But he was very, what shall I say, very productive in his work even in the hospital. Lots of people used to visit him, 

lots of girls used to visit him, friends used to visit him, to get drawings from him, sketches from him. He used to do 

that for them, anybody who visited him. So his caretaker, whose name was Anwar, a little boy, he used to keep those 

drawings for him. From there on, I was regularly going to the airport to fetch him. He used to live in Islamabad 

because he had a gallery there. Whenever he used to visit Karachi, he'd ring me up and say, “I am coming, cone to 

the airport.” Luckily, being in the Honorary Council of Philippines in those days, I used to have a pass to get into the 

airport, into the lounges, departure lounge and arrival lounge. So I used to go and fetch him. And bring him back 

into town. Then take him to the Arts Council and then to Nazimabad to his house, where he lived with his nephews. 

That's how I carried on and on and on. I think it was until 1987 when he passed away, a year before. I remember he 
gave me a call at night, at 1 o’clock, I had a problem with my health so he rings me at one in the morning and says, 

Wahab Sahab, I am thirsty. I understood when he said I am thirsty and I said I will come over, he was living at 

NIPA, working there. So, I took a bottle of scotch, went there at 1:30 in the morning, and he said this bottle that you 

have brought is equivalent to a thousand bottles. Because you’re bringing it at this time, I would’ve never gotten it 

anywhere else. So he was painting, his work was sprawled all over the floor, busy painting, and I said Sadequain 

Sahab, this work that you are doing, one painting is equal to a thousand paintings. I am taking one with me, he said 

no you can’t take it, these are for my lover. So I said okay then I went away. But I avoided him since then, after that. 

So he always rang me up, wherever he met me he would hug me and say forgive me, forgive me. So we became 

friends again, this was for 6 weeks or so, and not much after that, I think within the next five, six months he passed 

away in [inaudible].  

 

HN: He was working at the Arts Council and the FrereHall, could you paint us a picture?  
 

WJ: He was, I mean he was a workaholic, he painted and he painted and he never got tired. I was so surprised, his 

fingers were so thin, he wouldn’t have anything to eat, he would always keep a glass of vodka or Scotch and nothing 

to eat. Not even chips or nuts or anything that also you had to force feed him. But very agile, very active very 

energetic. Always painting but he did those huge roof panels on the floor, And then thy used to go and put it up like 

the Lahore ceiling, but he couldn’t complete the Frere Hall ceiling but he did a lot of painting otherwise also, not the 

ceiling only but other canvases also, and when he got the Frere Hall, he was so happy, he said come, I’ll take you 

there. So he made a drawing for me, on his own, and on the request of Wahab Jaffer. It’s a beginning of Frere Hall, 

or something like that it’s written on that and he was a very happy person at that time. This must be 19- a year 

before he passed away. 

 
HN: ’86. So the Arts Council, you said that he was working there. 

 

WJ: No, he wasn’t working there, he kept, his work was there, about 150 canvases, or paintings, 200 canvases and 

one day he took me there come on I’ll show you some of my work, some of the old work that is kept there in the 

Arts Council. And we went there on the top floor and as he opened the door, there was water there. The roof had 

collapsed, nobody knew about it, and about half the paintings were destroyed there by the water and the seepage. 

And the other half was whatever was below was saved. So he was very annoyed with the people at the Arts Council. 



And whatever was saved was saved, he got it out and he said what do you like in this and I said, leave it Sadequain 

Sahab, but at the airport same evening, I said I will take up your offer and he gave me a letter to Irfan, the secretary 

of the Arts Council, whatever paintings that he likes, give it to them. So I got two paintings from there, large ones. 

And the letter is with you so he was a very generous person, for schools and libraries and hospitals he always 

provided free paintings to put up there, schools, calligraphies, works of art. Figurative work especially at the PCHSS 

school, he gave a lot of work there to Begum Majeed Malik who used to be a principal there.  
 

HN: There is a certain picture that is built up of Sadequain as you know the sort of a ‘people’s artist’, you know, 

with his connection with the ‘awam’. In terms of, you know, how true is that? 

 

WJ: It is true, it is true, especially during the time of Ramzan. In the month of Ramzan he used to have especially at 

the Arts Council, always at the Arts Council, calligraphies all over the place, just for exhibition, not for sale, and 

every Ramzan he used to have a big exhibition with aftari for anybody who was there. Common man as you said 

and a lot of people used to come, to have aftari and this lasted for about two three days, not more than that in 

Ramzan but the exhibition used to be there for the whole month of Ramzan but these aftaris were there for two three 

days. And obviously sponsored by somebody but whatever, so this was his people’s touch, contact, that’s why he 

went onto calligraphy, instead of doing his figurative work later on in life. He didn’t do some major work.  So he 

didn’t do much of his figurative work, especially during Zia’s time, people started to do calligraphy, so Sadequain 
also, rather than doing his more serious figurative work, he started doing this other work.  

 

HN: But in your eyes, was his investment in calligraphy as serious as his investment in his figurative work? 

 

WJ: No, not really, I don’t consider him, calligraphy was too easy for him, but his figurative work was, especially 

with his knife, the work that he used to do with his pallet knife, fantastic works. I watched him paint in Islamabad 

and then he used to destroy the work by scratching on it but underneath it there was another painting… 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

WJ: Yeah, these were just given to me and he never charged me for anything he gave me: sketches, paintings, he 

was very generous, but he never charged anybody else for anything. I’ve seen him giving away sketches and 
paintings. He only charged, he never charged the schools, he never charged the libraries, he always presented works. 

He only painted commission-wise, banks, big large works for UBL, he showed me that work, he charged about – 

don’t talk down there! 

 

HN: Sorry, we’re picking up voices.  

 

WJ: Hello! When you talk, the noise is picked here.  

 

HN: Sir, can you start again? 

WJ: He only charged commissioned works, large works like UBL, and then he went abroad also, like Abu Dhabi, 

he went and did a huge painting in water development works or something. He used to charge in that way and he 

charged a lot of money for that. But he never charged his friends, whenever he gave anything to anybody, I never 

saw him saying this is for so much, this is for so much. And I would never know the prices he would charge, even if 

he had charged me. But one day, he came to my house, early on when I met him in Jinnah Institute in 1973 and after 

a few days, I invited him home in the evening, he came and we had drinks, there was poetry going on, he was 

talking about his Rubayats, but I couldn’t understand anything. I was not very knowledgeable of poetry so he started 

abusing me saying that you all are illiterate, you do not know anything. You are businessman, you would never 

understand. But I listened. But then we went on, drinking, and he got tipsy, so obviously, I said Mr. Sadequain, let’s 

go now. So I called my guard and he was really down so we picked him up. I took him home, Sibtain Manzil, there 
was a wedding going on, Mehndi or something, so the ladies when they saw him, got scared and said, why have you 

brought him here. Take him home and make him sleep there. Don’t you see what’s happening here? You’ve brought 

him here in this condition. Anyway, I took him back home, he slept at home, my place, in the morning, I got up I 

went to the office and he apologized to my wife and had breakfast and the driver dropped him wherever he wanted 

to go. But in the evening, my friends told me you made a big mistake, you should have had a lot of paper, art cards 

and felt pens, and you should’ve given him those, he would’ve done 40, 50 paintings, sketches for you and he 

would’ve been happy, you would’ve  been happy. And you would’ve conversed with him, about the work that he 



was doing, he was totally, he didn’t like the way that you, because you were not answering his call, his rubayaat 

saying wah wah or whatever. So that’s why, he would’ve been a much happier person if you had given him a paper 

and felt pens, so that he could carry on. But anyway, that was one incident where, I never made a mistake again 

thereafter whenever he came, I never kept a paper or pencil but we talked, he never came for a long time anyway, 

and he always came with somebody, his nephew or and I had friends and I would invite him, so that’s how it went 

but he never charged for anything from friends. I had, he gave me 4 canvases and about 18 or 19 sketches during 
that time, but he never charged anything. And even when he was in the hospital, doing sketches, a lot of people 

coming and going and taking things, not taking he was giving them. So he was a very generous person in that 

respect. But I was also taking care of him in many ways so it was mutual.  

 

HN: In terms of your attempts to educate yourself about art, you took classes but then also in terms of educating 

yourself in conversations, you’ve been collecting books, when did you start collecting scrapbooks, or paintings or 

clippings? When did this sort of archival instinct come?  

 

WJ: As soon as I started to buy paintings. Actually my father started sending me, whenever he was abroad, he used 

to cut himself, news on art or sales in the auction houses and he used to post them to me from there from the English 

newspapers. And then I saw Ali Iman, himself, after each exhibition, he used to buy 7 or 8 different newspapers, go 

through them, whatever was written about that particular exhibition, he used to cut it and keep it in a box every day. 
Namely Bashir Mirza, Gulgee or whatever. And that’s how I looked at him and got influenced by him. When I 

started collecting, ‘70s, and now, I gave away 200 files. So I still have Ahmed Parvez’s scrapbooks and Bashir 

Mirza’s, Sadequain’s, and  Gulgee’s work also, write-ups with me and Ali Imam’s also, and some of Laila 

Shahzada, but books, I used to buy mostly my books from New York at the Strands bookshop, there the books are 

much cheaper than anywhere else in the world. So I used to get, ask them to post them to me by sea. It was much 

cheaper that way, so I found a lot of books that way and also in England, at the Cambridge circus, very nice 

bookshops, second hand bookshops and from Karachi also, I had a lot of art books which I have presented to the V 

M Art Gallery now. So, I still have some nice books but those are for my reference point of view. Art from Pakistan, 

there were no books available, there wasn’t much written at that time, except Mr. Jalal-ud-din Ahmed had written an 

Art in Pakistan book in the ‘60s, early ‘60s, ‘62 I think. That was a very informative book and Ghalib, Sadequain’s 

book on Ghalib arrived that was important. Then in the ‘90s, Ijaz-ul-Hasan and [inaudible] started writing, printing 
books, publishing. So, prior to the 1980’s there was not much written about art and books as such. Shakir Ali was 

there, his book was there, not a book but a catalogue was there, Chughtai’s book was there, 2 or 3 books which were 

written in the 1926 and later. So book wise, there was not much written when I was learning to paint and getting into 

the art world of Pakistan, not much, but now there is plenty, each artist is trying to get a book on him, or her. 

Parvez’s book as you know we, had a retrospective of him, had printed a book, courtesy through Rangoon Wala 

Trust, and which was a good thing because we got the paintings in one volume, some write-ups of his from 

scrapbooks of mine. 

 

HN: Tell us about your sort of relationship with Shafi Aqeel. When did that start? 

WJ: That started at the Indus Gallery. He used to be a regular visitor there also, each exhibition he was there 

because he was writing on art. That also because of Ali Imam, Ali Imam got him interested in art. And 1970s, that’s 

where we all started. And Shafi Aqeel wrote every week on Pakistani painters, if not an exhibition then somebody in 

the art world he was writing. And he was inviting artists at home, he was inviting poets at home, and he had this 

once a year Da’wat (feast) of Makai ki Roti and Saag, and twice I saw, Faiz Ahmed Faiz Sahab also there. And 

many other senior artists and poets, he was, he was a well-known person, he was writing books himself, novels, 

books in Japanese language have been translated his books. He wrote books on art also, Shafi Aqeel, in the ‘80s, in 

the ‘90s actually, he wrote six books on art, on the artists of Pakistan, so he was quite, another 60, 70 books he has 

written on other topics and subjects and he himself has a fantastic collection of books and news cuttings and 

photographs of those days which, I don’t know his nephew, if he’s still keeping it or he has given them away, I don’t 
know, I’ll have to find out.  

 

HN: And in terms of publication of books, what was your role in it? 

WJ: Well, I was helping him, Shafi Aqeel you’re talking about, I was helping him raising money for printing of the 

books, sometimes Aftab Tapal used to help him, sometimes I used to help him. Sometimes we both used to help 

him, that’s how he managed to get 6 or7 books on artists published. And he wrote well.  



 

HN: Are there other Urdu writers that you follow? 

WJ: No, I read Urdu but I am not very fast, a very fast reader in that sense. So it takes me a lot of time to read Urdu, 

but I read Shafi Aqeel’s work, the other artists, the other writers, no, I don’t know.  

 

HN: Sir I had this other question about Saag and Makai ki roti image that you paint, there is this idea of writers and 

poets and artists mixing in a little culture, of the artists that you described, Sadequain of course was himself played 

many of these roles, but how connected into this culture were the artists that you were close to? Ahmad Parvez, 

Bashir Mirza you know which culture were they close to? 

 

WJ: They were close to our own culture, artist community culture in a sense, totally different. But Ahmed Parvez 

was not there in the Saag and Makai ki roti thing, neither did Sadequain ever appeared. But Ali Imam, Bashir Mirza, 

myself, Kohari, Nagori and many others, Tariq Javed and all, the younger artists and all they were all there. And we 

used, the poets were always there, like Faiz Ahmed Faiz Sahab was there and many others, this was not once, three 
or four times, Gulgee and his wife were always there so culture-wise, it was very informal. And we spoke whatever 

we wanted to, we laughed and we enjoyed ourselves. It was not any serious conversation at that time. It was just, 

having a drink and having saag and roti.  

 

HN: Sir you spoke about Gulgee and that’s perhaps one name that we haven’t covered, how did you come across 

him, was that also through [inaudible].  

 

WJ: That was through Ahmed Parvez. He took me there. He took me there to Gulgee’s house, one afternoon. And 

he introduced me to Gulgee and Gulgee presented him with a painting. Small painting and wrote at the back, with 

best wishes for Ahmed Parvez. But after leaving Gulgee’s house, he said do you want to buy it? I said of course I 

want to buy it, so I bought that painting for a 1000, 1500 Rupees, I don’t exactly remember. And I had it framed but 
the frame maker put a paper at the back so I couldn’t see the writing at the back. But my friend, Fayaz, he was an 

antique collector. Later on, he became a modern art collector, because of me taking him to his gallery. And when he 

saw this Gulgee’s, he said exchange it with some miniature or bronze, I said okay, but forgetting that Gulgee had 

written at the back, ‘for my friend Ahmed Parvez’. It was very important. So when he reframed it, he said ‘do you 

know what you have given me?’ This is a historic thing, I said yes, now I know, I’d forgotten about it. But he passed 

away recently, recently means a couple of years ago, I hope his family has still got that, small very nice work. And 

the main thing is, to my friend, Ahmed Parvez at the back by Gulgee. So Gulgee was a very nice person. He always 

told me, anytime you want to come and watch me paint, you’re most welcome and sometimes he even rang me up, 

that I am painting a big canvas, so if you want to come you’re most welcome. So I used to go there and he was a 

painter who used to charge at his canvas, used to attack his canvas, take a brush, a brush of that size, fill colours, 

yellow, white whatever, red, blue, so many colours. He used to hold his brush like that and he used to run at the 

canvas. And just hit the canvas with a brush. And paint used to fly also, on his clothes, on the canvas beautiful way 
he did it, and when he wanted to finish a canvas, he used to finish it in a proper way. But the few strokes, the 

gestural strokes, big ones, fantastic. He could make mistakes easily but he never did that. He used to think for two 

minutes before he would go at the canvas and he was so excited, you could hear him breathe heavily, Gulgee, and he 

had some asthma problem and he was breathing very heavily, you could hear the noise, amazing the way he painted. 

It was a feature to watch him, so exciting.  

 

HN: Were you watching a lot of artists paint? 

WJ: Oh, Jamil Naqsh, he never allowed me into the studio. Whenever I went to his place, because he wanted books 

all the time, from my library so I used to take two books every week to his house and take back the two that I had 

given him earlier on, but when I went to his house, he used to come out of his studio and lock the door, and come 

outside and see me in the dining, drawing area but he never allowed me to into the studio. Never at any time, I don’t 

know why maybe he thought I might be influenced by his work or whatever or how he worked, he never allowed me 

to watch him paint. This is his, Iqbal Durrani, I think he must have gone in his studio because he paints like this. So 

Jamil Naqsh was the only person, Bashir Mirza was painting openly, Ahmad Parvez was an open book, Gulgee also. 

Sadequain also, Ali Imam also sitting on his easel with a knife and slow so everybody paints openly. I don’t know 

why, except Jamil. So that, that’s what I missed at his place.  

 



HN: A lot of people these people, except for Lubna, they’re all men. So it seems like a boy’s club, how true is that? 

 

WJ: It is true, yeah, Naheed Ali also, she never came for the meetings, on the Sundays. Maqsood would come once 

in a while. 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
WJ: Well, the collectors grew generally, by visiting exhibitions and with the interest of Ali Imam, for instance, 

Aftab Tapal’s a big collector. And collectors as a corporate thing, Abbot’s Laboratory, was buying paintings at each 

and every exhibitions at that time, two paintings, they themselves have a huge collection in their factory premises;  

nobody has seen it, they were going to print a book of their collection, I don’t know what happened. But apart from 

Aftab Tapal, other people like Muhammad Fayaz, who was an antique collector, he became a modern art collector, 

then again, seeing myself and Aftan and others going to our houses, he became interested in modern art and the 

other way around, we got interested in antiquities. So that was a good exchange of ideas and art works, like I told 

you, he exchanged Gulgee with me, which was given to Ahmed Parvez with a miniature, so my antique collection 

also started growing, besides this modern art collection, since 1981, ’82. And my trips abroad also, I used to go to 

auctions and buy antiques. The other art collectors, there were Parsi families, there were Cowasjee’s, who were 

regular visitors to Ali Imam’s gallery, Ardeshir Cowasjee, John Cowasjee, John Cowasjee sometimes came on a 

wheelchair and they were regular visitors. And there were many others also, all the rich families, there were 
collecting paintings and this is all cultivated by Ali Imam. Ali Imam used to initiate them into the art world by 

taking them upstairs into the antique gallery and describing each and every aspect of the old art. Egyptian and Indian 

and Rajasthani and Mausoli paintings and Persian art so he really got them interested in it. I even watched Benazir 

Bhutto going up there once and Ali Imam still explaining everything. That’s where he started, getting people 

interested in art from a small room and then when they came down, they looked at whatever was happening in the 

gallery, what was hung, for an exhibition even a solo exhibition so they got interested in it this way. There was a 

good following of the collectors, there were small collectors, there were collectors who were buying more, there 

were collectors who were buying less whatever, but people were buying art at that time and this is all because of Mr. 

Ali Imam. Not because they were buying they were made to buy, by talk, by good talk on art and antiquities. So Ali 

Imam was instrumental in creating these important art collectors of those days.  

 
HN: What was the language of the art world mostly Urdu or English or mixture? 

WJ: Mixture, we spoke more English then Urdu but Urdu came in between like we usually do in Pakistan so 

English, Urdu, whatever. Even Punjabi, Bashir Mirza sometimes spoke in Punjabi and abused in Punjabi. As far as 

the exhibitions you are talking about, any exhibition which strikes me, I like Bashir Mirza ‘Songs in Colour’ 

because I watched him paint while he was preparing for the exhibition. He took small tubes of color, direct from the 

tubes, he was applying on the canvas and also mixing colours direct from the tube. Those, I don’t know if you’ve 

seen those paintings, but beautiful works of art those were. Nothing but abstract, totally abstract works which I said 

earlier was open by Mehdi Hasan, this was after the ‘Lonely Girls Series’ and he sold quite a lot there and it was a 
successful exhibition.  

 

HN: Coming down to your role as a collector, you started in the late ‘60s and in a way you haven’t stopped, there 

was a big event where you decided to sell a large –  

 

WJ: Portion. 

HN: Portion of your collection to the Rangoon Wala Trust, could you talk us through, why you decided to stop, why 
you stopped there?  

 

WJ: I decided to sell the exhibition when I moved out of my old house in KDA. I had a bigger place, where I could 

store works in the basement. There were five store rooms and all the paintings were stacked there and I used to take 

those paintings up and hang them and every once in three months, you would see a different situation on the walls. 

Different artists or different paintings of the same artists. So that I carried on for many years and that gave me an 

excuse to invite my friends also, to see the different works on the wall and when I moved here to Defense, it was a 

smaller place, I had no wall space, no storage space, being near the sea, salt in the air, and also since then I have 

been travelling to Toronto for about six months of the year so I am not here, there are no fans no air conditioning. So 

instead of ruining the art, I thought I might sell it to somebody. To one person, not sell it to, because there were 



doctors in the United States who were interested in buying the whole collection and sharing it amongst themselves. 

Five or six doctors but I said nothing doing because I only want one person to have it and display it so that’s why 

Rangoon Wala showed interest, the trust so they contacted me and Riffat contacted me and he came to an 

agreement, they said they would build a museum or display it at once, in one catalogue, but I don’t know what’s 

happening about that, it’s not transpired, it’s not coming to be as yet. So let’s hope that they keep their promises that 

the museum will be built and catalogues will be published and have exhibitions of artists all together, so it remains 
to be seen.  

 

HN: Sir was there ever an ambition of yours to build such a museum?  

WJ: Yes, always. 

HN: Sir was there ever an ambition of yours to build such a museum?  

WJ: Yes, I had that ambition but not early when I started collecting, no, when I say, reached 500 paintings, then I 

was thinking that something has to be done, no sense in collecting art and not displaying it, I was displaying it in my 

house but in bits and pieces. So, the idea was always there but it never got down to it for many reasons, and reasons 

is obviously finance. I was going to get the finances but something transpired and it was not possible, so I had to sell 

most of the collection. If I had kept it here and had been away from Karachi, in this climate, humidity, it would’ve 

destroyed itself, at least now they are stored in a proper place, air-conditioned and an environment away from the 

sea, which is closer to my old house, the Rangoon Wala Hall. So I am glad they have kept it properly there. But they 
have not displayed it as yet properly. So that has to be done. I think you should be, you should pressurize Riffat 

especially to have a smaller exhibition, like Ahmad Parvez, Bashir Mirza, Gulgee or Sadequain, each artist can have 

one exhibition at the Rangoon Wala.  

 

HN: Sir in terms of you have this collection and people knew of this collection, they have known about it for a very 

long time, who were the people who would sort of ring you up to come and see your collection? People from 

schools or art colleges or universities? 

  

WJ: The first person who rang me up was Salima Hashmi. She said I am going to the United States for a lecture, 

can I take some transparencies from your collection so that I have something to speak about Pakistani art when I am 

abroad, I said certainly. So this was I think late ‘70s and she came and she photographed. She took the 
transparencies and she talked about the art world in Pakistan wherever she went. So that was a good thing so 

transparency wise nobody has really- sometimes Ali Imam himself used to come and take certain transparencies of 

certain paintings for publications and I don’t remember anybody else, yes, for the other story, Rashida Rain came 

and took some transparency. She took some paintings also to be shown in London. And Irfan Hussain came to take 

some paintings for his book Karachi. And people like these few and far used to come and but nobody extensively 

used to come and take transparencies of the whole collection to be kept or to be published, nobody has done that. 

Bits and pieces.  

 

HN: Art colleges? Students coming in? 

WJ: They were not interested, I used to invite students from the Karachi School of Art, Indus Valley, many others, 

schools, but nobody was interested except one teacher, foreign teacher Dutch teacher, who got little children, four 

years old, five years old, to come to the house and see the collection. Nobody else was interested, people who are 

studying, they didn’t want to see the original art of Pakistani artists. That was amazing, I was surprised, inspite of 

my telling them, nobody bothered, nobody bothered, even schools, schools were told but nobody bothered.  

HN: You’re painting a slightly dismal picture of –  

WJ: Yes, even now.  

HN: I wonder why do you think that’s the case?  

WJ: They think they know too much perhaps, I don’t know. Or they are happy seeing pictures in the books, I don’t 

know. I don’t know what other reasons, you need to see abroad, people go to museums to see the originals. So house 

is close by, you don’t have to pay anything to get in. So I don’t know what’s the reason.  



HN: So a museum is, depending on which museum it is, a public space so it is a public collection and despite the 

extent of your generosity, it is still private. The teachers, I blame the teachers and the principal, I don’t blame the 

students. The teachers can make them sit in a bus and make them come here. Especially Indus Valley, they are close 

by, it’ll take 15 minutes to come here, one hour to stay here, have a cup of tea and go back, nobody’s interested.   

 

HN: We’ve talked about some of the superstars of the art of Pakistan in the ‘60s, ‘70s or ‘80s, but you also collected 
work by many, many other people who haven’t risen to the same level of fame or popularity, so I wonder if you 

could share about the two Iqbals, very different, Iqbal Jaffery and Iqbal Mehdi, you have the work of Iqbal Mehdi in 

particular, I think I saw at Shafi Aqeel’s sahib, which is a self –portrait and when he told me it’s Iqbal Mehdi, I did 

not believe him, [inaudible], read the signature and still do another painting. Tell us a little bit about what you saw 

that Iqbal Mehdi of the self-portrait and what he subsequently became, and that journey in between. I knew Iqbal 

Mehdi, I didn’t know the old Iqbal Mehdi, I knew the new Iqbal Mehdi, I didn’t see this painting, many years, 

before I saw this painting at Shafi Aqeel’s house, I only saw it about say, two years before he passed away and I 

liked it so much that now, in his lifetime luckily I got this from his place but Iqbal Mehdi was a painter of portraits, 

of the people in Karachi rich people in Karachi and also figurative art and in fact he disappeared from Karachi for 

many years. I came to know that he was in the GHQ, Rawalpindi, the General Headquarters and he is doing portraits 

of the generals of the army and he is based there, he lives there, he eats there he sleeps there. So this happened for 

many years, he suddenly disappeared for many years from Karachi. Of and on, he used to come to Karachi, for three 
days, four days and then go back to Pindi and he was there he passed away there in the GHQ.  

HN: This is 1980s? 

WJ: This is 1980s, late 1980s. And all of 1990s he was there and he passed away in 2008 and he was [inaudible] 
and he was there at the time painting away at the GHQ only the generals or whatever they wanted him to paint. I 

didn’t see his early work except his self-portrait.  

HN: And Iqbal Jaffery, you have a couple of scrapbooks on him, how did you come across his work? 

 

WJ: Because he was having an exhibition here in Karachi at the Ali Imam’s gallery. He had one exhibition at Ali 

Imam’s gallery and then he had another one after a couple of years at Zingarette, Cowasjee Gallery and Ali Imam’s 

gallery, no, before Ali Imam he had one, in the Arts Council. Paintings were highly priced, 5 lacs, 6 lacs so 

whatever, 6 lacs 20 rupees, 5 paisa or something like that. And at Ali Imam’s, Ali Imam made him understand he 
kept prices for 1000, 1500 Rs 1200 Rs and he sold a lot. Then he came back after 2 years and the prices went up 

again. So, but he was a person who would- volatile also. He would say anything he wanted to say, he would write 

anything but his art works were very good, basically he is a lawyer, attorney, so he used to have fights with Ali 

Imam over pricing or whatever. He was quite loud, when he was here at the gallery but he was a good artist, very 

nice artist, I liked his work. And when Hussain came here in the 1990s, I think it was his first visit that he exhibited 

at the Indus Gallery, Mr. Iqbal Jaffery wrote an article in the start about Hussain in a very negative way. I have that 

article, I think it must be in the scrapbook, and MF Hussain didn’t like it. I don’t know what happened after that, but 

he suddenly disappeared from Karachi and never came back then. I think it was 1988, 1989. He’s never come back 

so I don’t know if he’s exhibiting in Lahore or not now, I don’t hear about it in the papers or in the news media.  

 

HN: And looking back into the ‘80s, where you mentioned that everybody started doing calligraphy, Bashir Mirza, 

who sort of continued, who resisted?  

 

WJ: Naghuri continued and he exhibited also, he tried to exhibit in Rawalpindi, he was not allowed to, he tried to 

exhibit in PNCA in Islamabad and he was not allowed to. Then he came to Karachi and Ali Imam gave him a show, 

gave him two shows at that time, one show and then two years after that another one, both the shows were against 

the establishment. But he was not stopping, he was showing these highly charged paintings, small paintings but very 

good and a lot was written about it in the newspapers but nothing happened. Ali Imam thought that he would be 

arrested any time but nothing happened, luckily, and he was able to sell everything on both the shows. Sell-outs. 

 

HN: That decision of Imam Sahab’s to have these shows – was that in keeping? Did you see Imam Sahab over the 

years, was he such a bold person, would he take these kinds of risks? Or was this an exception? 



WJ: Once he came to know that he was not allowed to exhibit in Islamabad and Pindi, he made it a point that he 

exhibited at the Indus Gallery. Perhaps because of that, he made a decision that he should exhibit, why shouldn’t he 

exhibit. Even though, a lot was painted against the army, against the establishment, but Ali Imam exhibited those 

paintings. And rightly so, but he took a risk because that was the only gallery, a lot of people turned up to see the 

exhibition.  

 
HN: Apart from the censorship against political work, also against sort of-  

WJ: Figurative, yeah. Even dance and music and everything was curtailed in those days. And many artists gave up 

painting including Bashir Mirza and many started painting calligraphies only and enjoyed doing it. So it was both 

ways. Sadequain was totally involved in calligraphies. But in Lahore on the hill, in Lawrence Gardens he was 

painting whatever he wanted to paint, besides calligraphy. On [inaudible] he was painting a lot, both figurative and 

calligraphy. Sadequain was doing well in those days.  

 

HN: Wahab Sahab you’ve talked about the single show of Bashir Mirza, which left a mark on your memory and 
then in more recent times in the ‘80s and ‘90s we had these large shows of Sadequain, Naqsh and others at Mohatta 

Palace and other places. How have you, because you have known Sadequain’s work, you know Jamil, how do you 

assess the retrospectives, these large-scale shows that we get to see from time to time? 

 

WJ: Jamil Naqsh’s was a big show, larger than Sadequain’s. Because a lot of private collectors gave their works for 

the show. But Sadequain show was a good show but not important many works were there and no calligraphies were 

there, I would’ve liked to see some calligraphies there at least, some good calligraphy work. They should have, his 

big calligraphies are very nice. And they were not exhibited at all, it was just certain periods of his life or his work 

which were shown at the Mohatta Palace. The book was good but not all of it was shown, it’s a pity because he had 

done some beautiful work, which is in private collections, not many private collectors give their best works anyway. 

So that was a problem there, otherwise it was a good exhibition and an important exhibition. I think they should 
have one more of Sadequain’s of different periods or all of his calligraphies only that would be nice, that’s 

important, so one should know what he’s done in calligraphy also.  

 

HN: Wahab Sahab this feels like the first of hopefully many such interactions so I think this is probably a good time 

for us to stop, and thank you so much for-  

 

WJ: You’re most welcome and you’re most welcome to come again and see some more work when I have some 

more. You haven’t seen part of my antiques which are not on display actually so next time when you come we 

should have that aspect of the collection also covered and I can bring out all the antiques, take out the modern art 

and put all antiques all around, let’s see. It will be a different ambience.  

 

HN: Different experience. Thank you so much.  

WJ: You’re welcome.  

 


