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Nagsh Raj (b. 1984) is an artist and educator based in Islamabad. She holds a Master’s
degree in Visual Arts from the National College of Arts, Lahore, and has over a decade
of experience teaching art and design in Pakistan, including several years spent
teaching in the United Kingdom.

Her paintings possess a highly distinctive style marked by tension—freely flowing,
organic brushwork collides with mechanical, methodical applications of paint. This
unusual fusion of painting and printmaking techniques results in richly textured,
dynamic compositions, where thick layers of pigment evoke a visceral, tactile response.
Behind the vertical stripes, expressions sometimes burst through, their raw, rugged
marks staining the grid and resisting complete containment.

In her work, the presence of grids and order reflects a deeply rooted daily practice—an
almost instinctive aesthetic and way of life. The grid becomes a framework of order,
offering the artist solace, while also serving as a medium through which she explores
repetition, difference, time, and perception, carrying fragments of everyday life and
personal memory.
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Deficiencies
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ART YSJ: You mention that your artistic practice stems from the "deficiencies” of your
surrounding environment. Could you elaborate on what these "deficiencies" specifically
refer to? Are they material, social, or more related to emotional and psychological
dimensions?

Naqgsh Raj: A set of structural absences within Pakistani society and its institutions has
deeply shaped both my life and my creative practice. The lack of responsive systems
created an atmosphere of fear and quiet discomfort, which kept me at a distance from
conventional discipline. In response, | gravitated towards a repetitive form of mark-
making. This repetition offered me predictability and routine, something stable to
return to, while also becoming a way to process uncertainty and regain a sense of
agency through the act of making.

As a woman and a mother, the absence of uninterrupted time and space caused my
practice to exist in fragments. This fragmentation is visible in my compositions, where
squares are divided, mirroring the way my time, attention, and creative energy have
been continually split and negotiated.

Growing up in Balochistan, where urban and commercial color is scarce, sharpened my
awareness of what was absent. Within the constant structure of my work, color
becomes the variable. For many years, color operated intuitively; over time, | have



developed a greater sense of color control within the structure. The process reflects
both the patterns of my life and, in return, has helped give structure to it.
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An impulse toward seriality
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ART YSJ: The grid plays a central role in your work—as a framework of order and a
source of comfort. How did you first come to adopt the grid as a foundational structure?
Was it influenced by architecture, urban planning, or patterns in everyday life?

Nagsh Raj: | have always worked with an impulse toward seriality. Even in my earlier
representational work, there was a strong inclination toward collection and
arrangement. The grid emerged naturally from this tendency. While | am not directly
inspired by architecture in a formal sense, | am deeply drawn to its function, the ease
and psychological comfort that come from compartmentalizing space when it is done
thoughtfully.

Deciding the scale and placement of a repeated motif, such as the vertical line, within a
given surface is often a point of tension for me. These negotiations inevitably relate to
architectural thinking, even if indirectly.
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Two worlds that | needed to inhabit simultaneously
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ART YSJ: Your process uniquely integrates stencil-based printmaking techniques into
gestural painting. Could you share how this approach developed? Was there a



particular moment or realization that led you to combine these seemingly contrasting
methods?

Naqgsh Raj: During my academic years (BFA 2004-2008, MAVA 2009-2010), while
studying life drawing and oil painting, | was always more drawn to the artist’s palette
than to skillful representational work. | resonated with the genuine mixing of paint,
creating new tones and layers; the honest application of paint fascinated me. | began
using stretched canvases as palettes, not for exhibition, but as personal objects of
seeing.

| had used stencils a few times earlier for commercial projects, like T-shirt printing or
murals, but only as a practical way to finish a project on time. That experience stayed
with me, and later re-emerged as a tool to apply paint while minimizing human error.
By 2014, my interest in representation had declined completely. | had “unlearned”
academic precision, lost some control, and accumulated fear. To regain a sense of
structure, | began using single-cell stencils, but | also remained true to my instinct for
freedom in paint application.

The integration of stencil and gesture took many years. Decisions were tested, refined,
and gradually incorporated in a conscious way. For me, the process balances control
and spontaneity, structure and intuition, two worlds that | needed to inhabit
simultaneously.
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Hiding as a way of revealing

MUTEEHTRCTRR RS B

I

D )il
! h':)".l Wil




LU R ITR LT E R ST R TRy
(RO L !
RO RN Lk

RO TN
L R
(i)

ARTYS): AEHLFIMENTRE, BEFILEY MRENET—HHI
UMD, WEREES . XMKNZEN—TTERZIZEEFREN, T2
ERPEE REMEMNER?

Wrud-hE: ZNELETHAVNERITEES, XEEMEERREZAR
FIRER. AT JIEEEA—MNERZE, REBREERIMAFEIC, X3k
5 XPMEEE—MRRERE NN, BEXEERER, T T BEERT
PRERHEESNHE.

HARHOER, BN BEREXEANES, XERENHPETRE TR
FEMAE, FHEEREDERANZR. MME, REME T B ESZBLRSIFHRN
KERLH BT . ERNTRETERBINEEDSR, F5IANT —FRIM—
FARBERICMERET HERYBIT. B2, RNBEESNEENHREREE
REMNEIE, MMEEGSRAMRNZBKNITNITETE, MIEEVKR

R

ART YSJ: Behind the vertical lines or grids, raw and primal marks often emerge—traces
of what might be described as expressive unrest trying to break through control. Is this
tension intentional and preserved from the beginning, or is it the result of a later,
reflective layering in the process?

Nagsh Raj: | begin by activating the blank canvas with organic brushwork that
resembles an artist’s palette. After building a few thick and thin layers, | introduce marks
through stencils. For me, the process involves hiding as a way of revealing. Peering
through the gaps offers information about the history of paint application within the
work.

In the early years, | would leave certain areas exposed from the start, which often
dictated where | stopped and pushed me toward larger gaps. Now, the revealing
happens through masking the areas I'm drawn to. Masking feels more natural to my



process and introduces an element of surprise, as | mostly peel it away at the end. That
moment shifts my mood from monotony to discovery, allowing the tension between
control and expressive unrest to remain active rather than resolved.
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Back to her childhood, Father's Influence
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ART YSJ: Finally, could you share a moment or story from your creative process that
was especially meaningful or transformative for you? A time when you felt a deep
connection to your work or a breakthrough in understanding?

Nagsh Raj:l have already touched upon memories and incidents that have transformed
my work, but here | would like to take you back to my childhood. My father, apart from
being a PhD in Education from the University of Virginia, also wrote a two-volume
referance book on statistics in urdu. The work began around the time of my birth and
was completed when | was eighteen. | grew up watching this book take shape. Much of
my playtime unfolded around him while he was writing and thinking. | remember sitting
close by, observing him work in long stretches of silence. Beneath each sheet of paper,
there was always a lined guide placed carefully underneath. He had drawn the guide
sheet himself, using a blue ballpoint pen, with a red margin on the right and a green
margin on the left. Through the thin, low-quality paper, the lines were always visible.
The guide sheets were reinforced with transparent tape so they could last longer. | saw
this same practice repeated for years. Looking back now, | realize how deeply this quiet
discipline stayed with me, the patience, the care for structure, and the belief that order
can gently hold thought, rather than restrict it.
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New Direction
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ART YSJ: Your visual language continues to evolve. Looking ahead, do you envision
breaking away from the existing structures—such as dismantling the grid, exploring
non-flat media, or incorporating elements like sound or -me? What directions are you
currently exploring?

Naqgsh Raj:My preliminary works included experimenting with the grid. | overlapped it,
pulled it apart, and allowed things to become awkwardly visible. Over time, | have felt
less inclined toward overt experimentation, as | think it can sometimes dilute the voice
of the work. | was advised to work on paper because it is easier to circulate worldwide,
but | chose not to. | still see paper as a flat medium, and at this stage | do not sense
further possibilities emerging from it. | do not see stretched canvases as flat surfaces; |
see them as objects. Only recently have | started paying careful attention to the edges
of the paintings. | often find the edges more challenging than the central area, because
the alignment of the stencil with the boundaries plays an important role in resolving the
work. | have been thinking about working with canvases stretched over cubic forms.
The square compositions in my paintings are largely inspired by the idea of the cube,



which | see as a strong and compelling form. In the past, | have also worked with
performance through the concept of seriality, and this way of thinking continues to
inform my practice.

More recently, | have had the experience of voice training in Eastern classical music. In
this tradition, compositions are built through permutations of sound and are tied to
specific times of the day. Since my work already deals with color permutation, | am now
exploring how my paintings shift at different times of day. | am using metallic pigments
that change in appearance with light, allowing time to become an active element in the

work.




