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RASHID RANA is interested in dualities—those of space, 
time, tradition, and culture. Throughout his career he 
has tapped into the tensions existing in these dualities 
by employing the technique of pixilation. In Rana’s work, 
multiple images simultaneously occupy the same space as 
either larger pictures are comprised of smaller ones or source 
images are broken up and rearranged to resemble different 
subjects. In his series Transliteration, begun in 2011, Rana 
takes loaded images including iconic paintings, chiefly from 
the European Neoclassical period, and reconfigures them to 
appear as different familiar subjects such as those pulled from 
contemporary media. Images are broken down into a grid and 
then cut into smaller fragments and rearranged to evoke a 
different era and place. As such, the pieces on view at Leila 
Heller Gallery address the relationship between identity and 

artistic practice—specifically how cultural history influences 
contemporary art. The reductive binary of East and West is 
addressed by highlighting the sociopolitical reality of the East 
through altered images from the canon of Western art history. 

Throughout his career, Rana has been interested in what he 
refers to as the relationship between actual and remote. Actual 
is defined by the artist as that which is physically witnessed and 
shared through proximity, while remote refers to information 
that is experienced and understood second-hand, usually via 
media. It is the negotiation between the binaries of actual and 
remote, two forms of familiarity and understanding, which 
informs Rana’s selection of subject matter.  

For his Leila Heller Gallery exhibition, Scatter in Time, Rana 
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uses famous historical paintings as source material and then 
reassembles them to resemble media images of violence; 
bomb blasts, fires, and dismemberment. In doing so, History 
becomes the raw material recontextualized for addressing the 
present—making the legacy of European colonialism complicit 
in global contemporary violence. Rana’s practice is an act 
of unstaging as he rips apart the formal harmony of historic 
Western painting. Through this act, base imagery becomes 
infused with the chaos of reality.  

Rana’s prints hearken Hito Steyerl’s concept of the poor image, 
which she describes as, “a copy in motion. Its quality is bad, 
its resolution substandard. As it accelerates it deteriorates. 
It is a ghost of an image, a preview, a thumbnail, an errant 
idea, an itinerant image distributed for free, squeezed through 
slow digital connections, compressed, reproduced, ripped, 
remixed, as well as copied and pasted into other channels of 
distribution.”1 The Transliterartion series appears as corrupted 
files of visual data that reveal their true nature upon extended 
viewing. 

Rana is evoking the widely reproduced and distributed images 
of atrocities readily available on the Internet. Colloquially 
known as “disaster porn,” they are addicting, enticing even 
as they repel. Rana uses the strategy of pixelation to abate 
the cruelty of the occurrences he makes reference to. Breaking 
down images into smaller units bares great similarity to the 
digital pixel, the fundamental square visual unit of video 
displays. Rana’s aesthetic also evokes the censorship technique 
of pixelization often used in the news, in which parts of an 
image, either classified or obscene, are pixelized so that they 

1	  Hito Steyerl, The Wretched of the Screen, Sternberg Press, 	
	  2012, p 32.

are obscured. Rana has created a way to create an intolerable 
image that is in fact, not intolerable.

For Rana, source material is secondary. The paintings drawn 
from are not carefully researched or considered, but rather, are 
selected for their iconic stature. Rana prioritizes accessibility 
and the capacity to connect within a geographically and socially 
diverse audience. He understands and therefore harnesses 
the power of popularity. In spite of the artist’s insistence that 
subject is auxiliary, some of the most recognizable source 
paintings, such as Napoleon Crossing the Alps and Oath of the 
Horatii do have violent ties, though are presented as allegory. 
Violence is merely implied, not made explicit. Through Rana’s 
alternation, the root artwork is imbued with new significance. 
For example, Napoleon’s portrait celebrating his military 
acumen is rearranged in such a manner that it better captures 
the chaotic nature of war. 

In earlier works, images were comprised of many smaller sub-
images—veiled women are comprised of pornographic stills 
or portraits of Bollywood stars derived from snapshots of men 
and boys from Lahore. In another series of work titled Red 
Carpet, images of slaughterhouses were brought together to 
create life sized Persian rugs. In these pieces, Rana builds a 
tension between micro and macro. He highlights relationships 
between what is readily apparent and the hidden systems 
that often go unnoticed. Now, in Scatter in Time, Rana uses 
historical iconography as his building blocks. Disorienting and 
yet, never explicit, the viewer is invited to read the represented 
violent occurrence as pertaining to a wide variety of current 
events. Rana brings to light an essential truth: that it is from the 
ruins of the past that contemporary turmoil is birthed.  

What Lies Between Flesh and Blood III I | 2009 | C print + DIASEC | 96 x 96 cm
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Let’s start with the obvious. How would you describe the 
connecting thread in the ‘Transliterations’ series?

The commonality within the works from Transliterations series (in 
progress) is that I take an image from a diverse pool and cut them 
into smaller fragments, digitally, of course.  Then I reassembled 
and rearranged them either to resemble or to evoke a sensibility 
of another image from another time and place. It is an attempt 
to subvert linear ideas of time and space progressions and to 
offer a fractured view of chronology and geography

Duality seems to be an ongoing strategy and concern of 
yours. Can you trace the way in which this manifests and 
transforms within the ‘Transliterations’ series

My early formal training as a painter has influenced my visual 
vocabulary despite the fact that I do not paint in the traditional 
sense of the word. The aesthetics of the grid and the tension 
between surface and form continue to be an interest of mine. 
The initial interest in duality of space later expounded into a 
wider interest in this subject. In later works, it transformed into 
the idea of the whole and its parts and I started paying particular 
attention to the divisions, framing and viewership both in the 
micro and the macro. Another dualism that interests me is that 
of representation and abstraction. Initially it started as a formal 
strategy but later developed into a conceptual concern. In the 
new works, in particular, this strategy has been simplified visually 
so that macro and micro images exist almost simultaneously. 
Conceptually, this manifests itself so that the work develops 
more nuance and that the duality is not proposed as a binary, 
but rather as the ability of one image to contain the other.

You mentioned a dualism between a whole and its parts--
looking at the aesthetics of your recent work-- I wonder if 
you are interested in the pixel as the representation of an 
abstraction?

I am interested in the conceptual idea of the pixel rather than its 
physical materiality. Although a lot of my work has a photographic 
emphasis, I am engaged with the idea of unitary division more 
broadly.

What other significant threads in your practice are continued 
or complicated in this new work?

My interest in duality finds roots in the intersection of identity 
and location. While I am skeptical of geographical determinisms, 
I acknowledge location as inescapable. Instead of demonstrating 
binary relations, however, I am more interested in an engagement 
and a softening of the distinctive boundaries to make room for 
more complexity and contradictions. The disparity at play here is 
not that of a simple binary of East and West but rather that of the 
actual and the remote. The actual, or something close at hand, 
is knowledge that is amassed through direct sensory experience, 
while the remote consists of all indirect experience scattered 
throughout time, geography and space. I am interested in the 
ways that these new binaries allow for a negotiation using the 
production and demarcation of the contemporary. 

This convolution of location and non-linearity of time is explored 
in works such as the Dislocation series, A Room from Tate 
Modern, or more recently The Viewing, The Viewer and the 
Viewed.

Another thread of my practice is its intersection with the history of 
art. Increasingly, I give consideration to the historical and social 
production of art’s histories: the range of objects and activities 
that we define as art today was not always identified as such and

Untitled-7 | 1992-3 | Graphite on board | 18 x 12 in
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Dis-location 4 (Lakshami Chowk) | 2007 | C print + DIASEC | 95 x 125 in

Odysseus Recognises Achilles amongst the 
daughters of Lycomedes (Louis Gauffier)

Scatter in Time III | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 
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Terrorist  Attack, Public School Peshawar 

13



 our present understanding may again change in the future. This 
has been a latent interest throughout my career and is heavily 
informed by my teaching practice. I’ve found that this is making 
itself more emphatic and visible in my work.

In a number of works from this series, “the remote” has a 
very specific Western art historical perspective. Can you 
comment on that?

Right. The ‘Transliteration’ series remains in progress at the 
moment so a number of versions of the remote proliferate in 
my practice. I mentioned earlier about blurring the line between 
boundaries, particularly those of geography and time. 

The historical paintings were produced as a result of a specific 
set of circumstances and as such the ‘knowledge’ they  produce 
is attuned to their own political and social conditions. I do not 
feel any need to self-censor my use of this available material for 
my own end. There is no escape from ideology and so if I have 
to work with the existing connotations of an image, I find myself 
intuitively inclined towards these, maybe as a result of my early 

academic training. However, I’m not interested in ‘undoing’ 
these images. I am also intrigued by the fact that because of 
copyright laws today, versions of the remote become more 
direct and available than images produced in the recent past. 

In the context of these particular works, what is the particular 
task performed by these images that is unlike other versions 
of the ‘remote’?

With these images I am unsettling the ‘perfection’ within 

these compositions. This is not intended to re-stage or un-
stage the paintings but rather to draw a specific contrast 
against contemporary images, generated under more candid

 frameworks, and are embedded within the works. If an image 
that we associate with a very particular history can quietly contain 
another image from our contemporary moment and speak to 
another time, then the implication for the grounding of any firm 
history within the notion of image itself is broken.  
The effect is a scattering of the geo-political spatial coordinates 
and undermining the work’s seeming autonomy for this plurality 
of movement within time and space. 

Would you then say that a pre-conception and/or recognition 
of these specific European paintings is important to you?

Yes. I recognize that the burden of history is inescapable. I 
negotiate this paradox in a similar way – through a concurrent 
act of assimilation and rejection. My relationship with and my 
intention of using these paintings lies somewhere between 
admiration and iconoclasm. However my primary focus is 
grounded in a scattering of time and territory. 

You speak often of this in-between-ness of the periphery. In 
light of this, what do you think of the epistemological nature 
of your practice and its concern with the nature of distinction 
and differentiation?

Over time this seems to have developed organically. Once 
the boundaries of binaries become blurred, distinctions and 
differentiations are difficult and threaten our attempts at meaning 
creation. The paradox is that sometimes seemingly contrasting 
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qualities become interchangeable. This is one of the ways in 
which I am interested in non-linear ideas of time and history, 
particularly as they apply to our actual and remote experience 
of the world. 

A current strand of your practice envelopes the viewer in 
an architectural framework providing a more embodied and 
direct experience of the remote. How does ‘Scatter in Time’ 
address this negotiation between the actual and the remote 
from the perspective of the viewer?

In a way, these works complicate this negotiation even further. 
Firstly, there is simultaneity of the macro- and micro-level of 
specificity held within each image yet there is no demarcation or 
point of convergence between the two. Both micro and macro 
exist at the same time yet the viewers cannot not necessarily 
physically distance themselves away to get a precise view of the 
macro contemporary image due to the simplification and the 
play of scale. This latent image manifests itself in a secondary 
viewing and thus promises the possibility of the remote during 
the experienced actual. 

Could you describe your strategy and process of production?

I create a particular set of conditions whereby I generate imagery 
with the aid of software. I usually configure a number of different 
iterations to stress the various possibilities of a single image 
in a number of ways. It is interesting for me how the software 
tries in earnest, to produce the correct  ‘truth’ using my given 
set of circumstances. However, since I have already set the 
controls to generate an impossible task what can result often is 
a ‘falsehood’ and the program does not arrive at a fixed version 
of ‘truth’. Each set of parameters that I create are significant for 
their philosophical implications. When these parts reassemble 
to visually evoke another image, it redirects the potential of an 
image to contain something other than itself. Our ways of seeing 
and recognition become multiplied.

Pure Beauty II | 2011-12 | C print + DIASEC | Two Panels: 120 x 120 cm each

The Viewing, The Viewer and The Viewed | 2015
Multi-site Video Installation with Live Camera | Lahore-Venice

A Landscape to a Landscape II | 2016
C Print + DIASEC | 28 x 42 cm



War Within I | 2013-14 | C Print + DIASEC | 300 x 200 cm





War Within V | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 376 x 282 cm





War Within VI | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 5 Panels 40 x 30 cm each - 1 Panel 38.57 x 30 cm
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War Within II | 2013-14 | C Print + DIASEC | two parts, each: 600 x 240 cm





War Within IV | 2015-16 | C Print + DIASEC | two parts, 696 x 232 cm each





Two Ways to a View I | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | two parts: 180 x 216 cm each





Two Ways to a View II | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | two parts, 225 x 225 cm each





Familial Unfamiliar | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | Panel 1: 201.13 x 228, Panel 2: 216 x 228 cm





Scatter in Time II | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 300 x 255 cm





Notions of Narration II - Transliteration Series | 2009 - 2013 | C Print + DIASEC | 323 x 228 cm
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Notions of Narrations XII | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 171 x 228 cm





Heaven and Earth - Transliteration Series | 2009 | C Print + DIASEC and gilded frame | 20 x 27 cm



The Other Self | 2009 | C Print + DIASEC | Panel 1: 38.1 x 60.16 cm, Panel 2: 60.16 x 38.77 cm
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Stillness of Life | 2013 | C Print + DIASEC | 105 x 172.5 cm



To Find is to Search | 2013 | C Print + DIASEC | 90 x 110 cm
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Overt Covert - Transliteration Series | 2016 | C Print + DIASEC | 350 x 225 cm





Scatter in Time III | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 45 x 30 cm



Re-collection | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 224 x 272 cm
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Re-view | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 44 x 55 cm



Nine ways to a View - Transliteration Series | 2009 | C Print + DIASEC | 60 x 45 cm



A Seen Unseen | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 3 Panels: 45 x 30 cm each
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See-Scape | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 52 x 39 cm



Travels in the Territories of Time I | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 300 x 225 cm





Travels in the Territories of Time II | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 300 x 225 cm





One and Not Only | 2016-17 | C Print + DIASEC | 99 Panels: 16.5 x 11 cm each
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Pure Beauty III | 2011-12 | C Print + DIASEC | Two Panels: 250 x 250 cm each





Crowd Series I | 2013 | Photo Installation | Offset print on wallpaper | Two walls: 666 x 286 cm each
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