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This summer, on occasion of the retrospec-
tive devoted to the Pakistani artist Rasheed 
Araeen, MAMCO is inaugurating the first 
phase of its reflections concerning the 
internationalization of its exhibition corpus 
and the emergence of a world art history.

RASHEED ARAEEN 

The political relationship that Rasheed 
Araeen has with so-called “minimal” forms, 
and his commitment to postcolonial theory, 
gave his practice an exemplary value in the 
“de-colonization” process of art history in the 
second half of the 20th century. For, the Western 
hegemony of museums and historiogra-
phical institutions had imposed the myth of 
a “universal museum of modern art” whose 
truly ideological nature can now be gauged. 
It is thus both the resonances of an evolutio-
nary and progressive vision of art history, 
and the cultural contexts under considera-
tion, which have today been put into ques-
tion by the inclusion of other narratives.

Rasheed Araeen was born in 1935 in Karachi 
(Pakistan), where, with no formal artistic edu-
cation, he produced his first works during the 
1950s, which already attested to his interest 
in the geometric compositions suited to an 
expression of his impressions. When he arri-
ved in London in 1964, as a qualified engi-
neer, Araeen was struck by Anthony Caro’s 
colored metal sculptures. By the end of the 
1960s, he had developed his own language, 
based on the use of simple forms, and the 
notion of symmetry, as can be seen in his 
first Structures. Apart from their constructive 
and minimal aspect, these sculptures are 
also an invitation to a relationship with the 

spectators, who can sometimes alter their 
arrangements. The retrospective, spanning a 
60 years’ career, leads the visitors through 
five chapters, from the works of the 1950s, 
through the sculptures of the 1960s and 
1970s; then, following his increasingly affir-
med political commitment in the 1980s, to 
the series of cruciform panels from the 
1980s-1990s; and his most recent pieces, 
brought together under the title Homecoming. 

As Nick Aikens explains, Araeen’s practice 
has constantly rethought the formal, ideolo-
gical, and political affirmations of Eurocentric 
modernism. This questioning lies at the heart 
of his practice, both in artistic and intellectual 
terms. It fed both into his involvement with 
the Black Panthers movement in the 1972, 
and the setting-up of the review Third Text in 
1987. It underlay his performances in the 
1970s, and his para-minimal Structures. What 
is more, it led to his identity self-portraits from 
the early 1980s and his photographic com-
positions from the same period. And, as we 
can be reminded by the paintings from the 
recent Opus series, inspired by Islamic deco-
rative art, Araeen responds to the universalist 
pretentions of Western modernism by an 
affirmation of the multiple origins of abstract 
language.

Yet, the globalizing imperative to bring in “dif-
ferences” is not enough to resolve the issues 
coming from a dominant ideology. For a 
museum like MAMCO, what is at stake is 
rather to gauge to what extent taking into 
account these differences modifies our 
understanding of the forms and practices we 
collect. What should be considered is our 
conception of recent historiography, and the 

Rasheed Araeen, A Retrospective
Vaclav Pozarek
We Began by Measuring Distance
Cabinet d’arts graphiques
Julije Knifer
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division of its periods, as much as the aesthe-
tic contours applied to the movements in 
question. For example, how we do see the 
museum collection containing the work of 
Siah Armajani (*1939), an Iranian artist who 
emigrated to the USA, or of Julije Knifer 
(1924–2004), a Croatian artist who was 
based in Paris, through the prism of Rasheed 
Araeen’s show? Can the equation that this 
artist has established between symmetry 
and democracy help to shed light on the 
symbolism at the heart of Armajani’s work? 
Doesn’t the irony in his re-combinable Structures 
bring to mind the view that the members of 
the Gorgona group, with whom Knifer parti-
cipated between 1959 and 1966, had of 
creation? In other words, is it possible for a 
museum to construct different conceptual 
tools, aesthetic categories, and other narra-
tives of the passing of time as we see it, while 
exhibiting these artists, and thus exposing 
ourselves to such forms?
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Spanning more than 60 years, this exhibition 
offers the first comprehensive survey of the 
work of Rasheed Araeen. It is structured 
across five chapters unfolding on two levels 
of the museum: on the first floor are pres-
ented Araeen’s early experiments in painting 
in Karachi in the 1950s and early 1960s; his 
geometric Structures after his arrival in Lon-
don in 1964; key pieces from the 1970s and 
1980s following Araeen’s political awake-
ning; and his nine panel cruciform works 
from the 1980s and 1990s. On the third floor, 
new geometric paintings are displayed in a 
large room alongside the participative work 
Zero to Infinity. Materials relating to Araeen’s 
writing, editorial, and curatorial projects are 
also presented, as well as a Reading Room, 
located among the collection of Minimal 
and Conceptual art of the museum on the 
3rd floor. This unprecedented configuration 
stresses how much Araeen’s practice conti-
nues to challenge a Eurocentric approach to 
art and its modernist history. 

In the Beginning

The room presents Araeen’s early experi-
ments in painting, drawing, and sculpture 
whilst he was living in Karachi, until 1964. 
Without a formal artistic training, Araeen’s 
early work depicts the places and people of 
Pakistan’s most populous city. By the late 
1950s Araeen was exploring abstraction, 
working from memory and the imagination, 
rather than directly from life. He began using 
geometric forms, such as squares and 
triangles; he also became fascinated by 
ideas of fluidity, movement, and transforma-
tion embodied in water and fire and evident 
in his use of curved lines. These formal inte-
rests, as well as his training as an engineer, 
would come to play formative roles in his art 
work.

Geometry and Symmetry

Following his arrival in London in 1964, 
Araeen saw the colored metal sculpture of 
Anthony Caro, which he describes as having 
a strong effect on him. Araeen’s own Mini-
malist language, however, drew on geome-
try and symmetry. Araeen’s interest in sym-
metry stemmed from its lack of hierarchy with 
one side always being equal to the other. By 
the end of the 1960s Araeen became fasci-
nated by the relationship between symmetry 
and asymmetry, which he saw as a defining 
condition of the world. He began exposing 
his geometric Structures and forms to human 
interaction and natural elements.

Becoming Political

By 1971 Araeen had become disillusioned 
with the endemic racism in Britain and its art 
establishment. He started reading anti-colo-
nial writers such as Frantz Fanon. In 1972, he 
joined the Black Panthers Movement and, 
from 1973 until 1975, he actively took part in 
the group Artistsfor Democracy, formed by 
David Medalla. His artwork started incorpo-
rating collage, photography, installation, per-
formance, writing, and editing. Formal and 
conceptual concerns remained, such as his 
use of the grid and the series format. He con-
tinued producing and incorporating his geo-
metric Structures into his work. From 1975 
onwards, Araeen started using his own 
image, body, and the format of self-portrai-
ture as the focus of his investigations into rep-
resentation.

In Pursuit of a Significant Language

In the 1980s and 1990s Araeen found an aes-
thetic language that brought together his 
investigations into abstraction and geome-

Rasheed Araeen 
A Retrospective

Organized by Nick Aikens and Paul Bernard, 
the exhibition was first presented at the Van 
Abbemuseum in Eindhoven. The exhibition is supported 
by the Stanley Thomas Johnson Stiftung. 
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try with his political concerns. His lattice 
reliefs, Structures, and use of monochrome 
were combined with photo-montages that 
drew on images of the artist himself or refer-
enced contemporary socio-political events.

In the mid-1980s Araeen embarked on the 
Cruciform series. The use of the cross, the 
color green (a significant color in Islamic cul-
tures), and a broad range of references cre-
ate what has been described as a “complex 
allegorical space,” charting opposing but 
dependent ideologies and views of the 
world.

Homecoming

In 2011 Araeen returned to painting. The 
Homecoming series, presented alongside 
the recent Opus paintings, take their starting 
point from the names of intellectuals and 
mathematicians from the Abbasid era (750-
1258), the golden era of Islamic thinking. 
Calligraphy is treated within the formal lan-
guage of painterly abstraction. As with the 
patterned surfaces of the Opus paintings, 
inspired by Islamic crafts, Araeen’s recent 
painting redirects modernism away from the 
West in the 20th century, repositioning it his-
torically and geographically. These paintings 
are accompanied by two new lattice struc-
tures referencing Kazimir Malevich’s Black 
Square. The 64 cubes of Zero to Infinity are 
intended for visitors to play with and recon-
figure—an invitation to use the equal prop-
erties of geometry and symmetry to create 
new and endless possibilities.

Reading Room, 2017

A series of documents related to projects by 
Rasheed Araeen are gathered in the Appart-
ment. Among them, the conceptual dia-
grams combining educational, environmen-
tal, and political concerns included in his 
publication Art Beyond Art (2010). The book 
cements his long-held belief in arts capaci-
ty to bring about transformation in the world. 
The “living room” of the Apartment hosts a 
Reading Room. On top of Araeen’s Structures 
are issues of Third Text, the journal Araeen 
founded and edited from 1987-2011, for you 

to read. As art historian John Roberts writes, 
Third Text became “the primary site of debate 
on race, representation, and British and glob-
al culture” as well as the fields of post-colonial 
theory and “negritude.” The Reading Room 
finds here a significant echo within the Mini-
mal and Conceptual works which surround it 
and invite us to interrogate the Western nar-
ratives of the modernity.
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For all requests, information and visuals, 
please contact:

Press Office
presse@mamco.ch
tel. + 41  22  320  61  22

InformationsPress Contact

MAMCO
Musée d’art moderne et contemporain, Geneva
10, rue des Vieux-Grenadiers
CH-1205 Geneva
tel. + 41  22  320  61  22
fax + 41 22  781  56  81

www.mamco.ch

The Museum is open Tuesday through Friday from 
noon to 6pm, the first Wednesday of the month 
until 9pm, and Saturday and Sunday from 11am 
to 6pm. Closed on Mondays.

Regular admission: CHF  15.–
Reduced admission: CHF  10.–
Group admission: CHF  5.–
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MAMCO is overseen by FONDAMCO, which is made up of FONDATION MAMCO, the Canton, and City 
of Geneva. MAMCO would like to thank all its partners, both public and private, and in particular: JTI 
and Fondation de Famille Sandoz, Fondation de bienfaisance du Groupe Pictet, as well as Fondation 
Coromandel, Fondation Lombard Odier, Fondation Valeria Rossi di Montelera, Loterie Romande, 
Mirabaud & Cie SA, Richemont and Sotheby’s.

Exhibitions partner: Fondation Leenaards, Fondation Stanley Thomas Johnson, Fondation Ernst 
Göhner, MANOR, Sharjah Art Foundation

Media Partners: Le Temps, Agefi
Hotel Partner: Le Richemond
Partners: Belsol, Café des Bains, La Clé, Payot, les Transports Publics Genevois, Chemiserie Centrale
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