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Hales Gallery is pleased to announce Kamrooz Aram, Anwar Jalal Shemza, an exhibition to be presented at the 
Hales Project Room, New York. This project at 64 Delancey Street coincides with Aram’s solo exhibitions 
at Atlanta Contemporary (open January 2018) and The Modern Fort Worth (open March 2018). In Spring 
2018, Hales Gallery London will hold a solo exhibition of works by Anwar Jalal Shemza. 
 
The present exhibition pulls into dialogue the work of two artists—Aram (b. Iran, 1978) and Shemza (b. 
India, 1928 – 1985)—concerned with the relationship between ornamental art and modernist abstractions. In 
the works selected for this exhibition, form and process both contribute to the investigation of the line 
drawn between “art” and “ornament.” And by juxtaposing two generations of artists, the works feed into 
rich investigations of the historical patterns of artistic development, erasure, and abstraction.   
 
In 1956, Anwar Jalal Shemza attended a lecture at the Slade School of Art, having recently moved from 
Pakistan to the UK, and was devastated to hear Ernst Gombrich characterize Islamic art as purely 
“functional.” From there, he sought to dissect this characterization and, as Iftikhar Dadi has written in his 
essay “Calligraphic Abstraction: Anwar Jalal Shemza,” he brought “the dangerous question of ornament and 
its relation to modernism” to a point of crisis in his work.  
 
Shemza’s diasporic perspective, as an artist with a deeply studied understanding both of Islamic aesthetic 
principles and the tradition of geometric abstraction in the West, allowed him to explore modernism through 
a uniquely doubled prism. In his work from the late 1950s and early 1960s, he fused a formalist vocabulary of 
simple shapes and colors in the tradition of Mondrian or Klee with textiles and prints covered with sinuous 
lines recalling the calligraphic strokes of the Arabic alphabet or the repeated patterns adorning carpets and 
fabrics. In direct parallel, Kamrooz Aram, born in Shiraz and having received an MFA from Columbia 
University, has developed an artistic practice emerging from both Western and non-Western motifs and 
materials. 
 
The present exhibition features a selection of Shemza’s aquatints. Printmaking was a crucial aspect of the 
artist’s career, as he concentrated on etching while studying at the Slade School and later hoped to establish 
a printmaking department in the National College of Art, Lahore. Creating abstract, geometric, borderline-
decorative compositions, he found that intaglio processes allowed him to achieve precise and subtly 
multilayered images. As a medium, aquatint requires repeated processes of adding, taking away, and reversal 
before the final print is achieved, emphasizing the acts of mediation that result in the final object. 
 
The prints thus find parallel in the work of Kamrooz Aram, whose paintings renegotiate histories and provide 
a contemporary perspective on the distinction between art and ornament. In his work, he reconfigures floral 
motifs from Persian carpets in paint, subtly altering repeated elements to simultaneously establish and 
interrupt a visual rhythm. Aram’s painted compositions reveal their own histories, emerging from repeated 
processes of the building and destruction of patterns. In doing so, they show how the areas of paint that 
cover and erase also build up new surfaces and call attention to the foundations they obscure. Meanwhile, his 
palettes play with the function of color—as seen in black paint that simultaneously frames, censors, and 
decorates. Complicating form, pattern, color, and process, in this way, Aram forces apart the units of the 
ornamental and destabilizes every aspect of the visual and material result. 
 
When brought together, Shemza’s prints and Aram’s paintings attest to the repeated patterns of construction 
and destruction that have shaped the narrative of art history. They invite us to question the status of the 
ornament and to meditate on the acts of creation that bring them about. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

ABOUT THE ARTISTS: 
 
Anwar Jalal Shemza (1928–85) was born in Simla, India. He studied at the Mayo School of Arts in 
Lahore, and graduated in 1947. In the mid 1950s, he arrived in London, where he attended the Slade School 
of Fine Art (1956–60). Shemza continued to teach, make, and exhibit art in England until his death in 1985. 
An established writer and artist in Pakistan before his move to the UK in 1956, the young Shemza was an 
active participant in Urdu literary circles, publishing multiple novels and poems; performing radio plays; and 
editing journals. In 1952, he co-founded the Lahore Art Circle, a group of young artists interested in 
modernism and abstraction rebelling against the uniform socialist realist style espoused by some progressives. 
Shortly after his death, Shemza’s spectacular painting The Wall (1958) was selected for inclusion in the seminal 
exhibition The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain, organised by Rasheed Araeen at the Hayward 
Gallery in 1989. In 1997, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery staged a large solo exhibition of his work. In 
more recent years, a solo display at Tate Britain (2015–16) and inclusion in significant exhibitions such as 
Haus der Kunst’s Postwar: Art Between the Pacific and the Atlantic, 1945–1965 in Munich (2016–17) have 
cemented Shemza’s position as a central figure in a post-colonial reappraisal of 20th-century modernism. 
 
Kamrooz Aram (b. 1978) was born in Shiraz, Iran and received his MFA from Columbia University in 
2003. Current and recent solo and two-person exhibitions include: Kamrooz Aram: Ancient Blue Ornament, 
Atlanta Contemporary, Atlanta, USA (2018); Focus: Kamrooz Aram, The Modern Art Museum of Forth 
Worth, Texas, USA (2018); Ornament for Indifferent Architecture, Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens, Belgium 
(2017); Recollections for a Room, Green Art Gallery, Dubai, UAE (2016); and Palimpsest: Unstable Paintings for 
Anxious Interiors, Green Art Gallery, Dubai, UAE (2014). Current and recent group exhibitions include: Other 
Hours, 601Artspace, New York, NY (2017-18); Lack of Location is My Location, Koenig & Clinton, Brooklyn, 
NY (2017); The Intimate Enemy, Pelagica, Milan, Italy (2017); and The Arch of my Eyes Orbit, Brooklyn Academy 
of Music, Brooklyn, NY, USA (2016). Aram's work can be found in public collections including 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; the Cincinnati Art Museum, Cincinnati, Ohio; the Rose Art 
Museum at Brandeis University, Waltham, MA; and M+, Hong Kong. 
 
 
 
 


