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Khan’s latest collection, “Cityscapes,” where individual alpha-
bets make up a city skyline reminding one of cramped spaces,
was recently on display at the Lexington Public Library. 

Khan, a graduate of art and film from the Skidmore College in
upstate New York, works in a variety of mediums, but her work
concentrates on the interplay between words and images – beget
by, she speculates, living in various parts of the world. 

Her father, Hasan-Uddin Khan, an architect and scholar spe-
cializing in mosque architecture, and her mother, Karen
Longeteig, a member of the United States Foreign Services, met
when the latter was stationed in South Asia. 

The couple then lived in Indonesia, Paris, Switzerland and
finally settled down in Lexington, Mass. in 1994, taking Zehra
Khan and her sister Ayesha with them. 

Khan says this gave rise to several friends who she would cor-

respond with through letters, spurring an interest in words. 
“I was always big into letter writing and journal keeping,” she

says, adding, “I know that as a learning technique, writing some-
thing down helps you process things better.”

As a graduate student, Khan tried to express herself visually,
and says she found that very frustrating. When she added ver-
biage to the painting, it seemed to anchor the emotion that the
painting conveyed, she says.  

“The visual process was not satisfying, and having those words
down helped me verbalize feeling,” she says. 

Khan’s initial paintings were mostly portraits drawn using a
continuous stream of text, mostly her feelings and thoughts about
the subject. The format of that style of painting helped her liter-
ally pour her mind onto the canvas, she says.

“It began as a stream of consciousness effort, and most of the
words were my thoughts of the person [depicted],” she says. 

When she experimented with canvas and paint, she found that
the continuous stream of thought was paused even as she took the
brush off the canvas to dip it in paint. “It’s a lot slower and more
deliberate. The real appeal of oil paint is in the differing colors,”
she says. 

While her later paintings have veered away from the continu-
ous writing technique she used earlier, Khan says she is continu-
ally looking to experiment with different textures and mediums. 

Her experimentation led her to Pakistan this January, where
she lived for nearly six months teaching and painting, living with
her aunt, cousins and grandmother. 

“I had never lived in Pakistan, and I decided to do that. I also
wanted to build up a good body of work,” she says. 

“I’ve overall always gotten a sense of different cultures, and I
wanted to know my Pakistani self,” Khan says, of her decision to
live in Pakistan this year. 

Her aunt, Nayyar Jamil, is a professor of art at the Indus Valley
School of Art and Architecture, and helped Khan get a temporary
position teaching art to her art and advertising students. 

In Pakistan, Khan found new perspective both as a person and
observing her students. “I also found that many of the students
did not know much about the classic painters, and were very
much into realism,” she says. “It was great to be the one opening
them up to, say, Picasso or Van Gogh.”

As a painter, she found it different to be working under a few
constraints. For example, she says, nude paintings, a prerequisite
in U.S. art schools, were not allowed in Pakistan. 

Khan, however, found a model and used her grandfather’s

writings as a template to paint over. “It
wasn’t easy, I had to hide my paintings so
that the servants wouldn’t see it,” she says. 

Not knowing the language and the text
also made it a challenge, as she did not
know what the text she was painting on
meant. 

Khan says she made a point of finding
out only after her painting was done, and
would sometimes find things amusing or
darkly contrasting. 

A few pieces of the stationery she used
were advertising, and most of the paint-

ings on them were nude women. 
Being a white woman artist in Pakistan meant being stared at

more, says Khan. “There I was such a foreigner, trying to feel like
a Pakistani, where people viewed me as a foreigner,” she says. 

Armed with an enhanced portfolio of work, Khan returned to
the United States, and to work for the show, “CityScapes.”

Living in Brighton, and earlier in Paris, Khan says, gave her an
understanding of city life. “Whether it’s a feeling of claustropho-
bia or living together, city life is culturally diverse, and I wanted
to bring that out,” she says. 

Delaine Strandburg, an artist from Cambridge, Mass. worked
with Khan as part of an art class at the Arlington Center for the
Arts, and says she was impressed with “CityScapes.”

“It seems as if it is her own city, and she didn’t think of it as
just a city,” says Strandburg. 

She corresponded with Khan during her trip to Pakistan and
hopes to view some of those pieces soon. “I’ve seen her draw in
class, and draw images from memory, and they are just delight-
ful,” she says. 

Khan says she would like to be featured in a gallery at some
point, and to experiment with different colors, shapes and tex-
tures. Listing artists such as sculptor Lee Bontecou, painters
Marcel Duchamp, Mamma Anderson, Syed Sadequain and
Shazia Sikander among her favorites, she says she likes artists
who stick to one medium and try and stretch the limits of the
medium they choose. 

For now, though, Khan is just “recovering from CityScapes,”
and is not thinking about her next big project just yet.

For more details on Khan’s work, please visit
ww.zehrakhan.com. 

Zehra Khan says she began working with sketching portraits
in a “stream of consciousness” method (shown left), and
now uses text to create emotions that mere pictures do not. Images courtesy of ZEHRA KHAN
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On her recent visit to Pakistan, artist Zehra Khan
worked with old Urdu manuscripts of her grandfather.

Image courtesy of ZEHRA KHAN

Heard something interesting in the community? 
Let us know! 

IINNDDIIAA  NNeeww  EEnnggllaanndd is looking for story ideas to feature in these pages. 

Contact the editorial desk at (781) 487 0555 ext. 206, or send e-mail to editor@indianewengland.com. 


