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: Thresholds of Representation

Kavi Gupta is pleased to present Haya Zaidi's Up Against, the artist’s first solo exhibition in the United 
States, marking a significant milestone in her practice.

Karachi-based multidisciplinary artist Haya Zaidi works at the convergence of Indo-Persian miniature 
painting, mixed media, and contemporary feminist discourse. Grounding her practice in the visual and 
literary lineages of South Asia, Zaidi examines how the brown female body becomes a contested site of 
inheritance, mythology, and resistance. Through intricate symbolism and layered narrative, she 
reconfigures archetypal imagery to articulate a selfhood shaped by both cultural memory and the 
psychic interiority of womanhood. 
 
Zaidi’s work interrogates the iconography of femininity and the systems that script its representation. 
Drawing from South Asian mythological frameworks and the codified language of Indo-Persian 
miniature traditions, she constructs new visual propositions for how the feminine may be claimed, 
embodied, and reimagined. Her compositions speak to questions of sovereignty and interior power, 
exploring how women create agency within, and in spite of, the structures that circumscribe them.

This body of work draws inspiration from classical South Asian and Sufi narratives — poems like 
Gulshan-i 'Ishq, Madhumalati, Hamzanama, and other mythic romances — in which a recurring motif 
unfolds: a man undertakes perilous journeys through dark forests, confronts fearsome beasts, and 
ultimately rescues a princess, a figure often depicted as helpless, without agency. Zaidi revisits these 
stories and their characters, rewriting their narratives to reflect a contemporary perspective on 
women's lives, power, and autonomy. She reimagines the monstrous and ferocious imagery of these 
manuscripts, transforming demons into whimsical, cartoon-like figures that coexist with women rather 
than threaten them. Through this intentional shift, Zaidi proposes that once fears or harmful myths are 
confronted, they lose their power — and can even appear absurd or playful. By situating women as 
active, self-determined participants rather than passive figures to be saved, her paintings interrogate 
and subvert the traditional fairy tales and Sufi myth, recontextualizing them for a contemporary lens.

In her paintings, Zaidi's protagonists share space with these mythical creatures, befriending them, 
confronting them head-on, or remaining entirely un-reactive to their presence. Their calm, 
surrendered stature embodies a quiet power. Within this space, Zaidi establishes the foundation for a 
new kind of storytelling: one that centers the lives of the women in and around her own.
Working within the Indo-Persian miniature painting tradition, Zaidi expands its material possibilities 



through fabric as a primary surface. Having grown up in a culture where textiles are deeply embedded 
in everyday life and identity — particularly for women — she collects leftover fragments from tailoring 
processes and clothing from the women she knows: materials that are imbued with personal meaning. 
These pieces carry the imprint of touch, domestic life, and lived experience. By incorporating this 
material into her paintings, Zaidi moves through a collective memory, giving form to the stories of the 
countless South Asian women who have had to unlearn generations of constraints in order to embrace 
their full sovereignty and step into their power.

Zaidi constructs her figures and fantastical landscapes through tracing, cutting, collage, and 
assemblage, integrating miniature painted surfaces with textiles rooted in South Asian visual traditions 
and Islamic geometric and floral design. Much like identity itself, these compositions are built from 
fragments—of memory, culture, religion, and lived experience—so that the surface of each work 
becomes a site where personal and cultural histories, as well as distinct visual traditions, converge and 
unfold in tandem.

"For me, this work is deeply personal. Growing up in Karachi, Pakistan, I experienced firsthand how 
women are raised with fear and strict rules, told to submit, to obey male authority, to be 'good 
daughters' and later 'good wives.' From birth, we are taught that power, authority, and self-possession 
are not ours to claim, and that our safety, our futures, and even our worth are contingent on our 
compliance. These lessons extend into every aspect of life: women cannot dress freely, walk alone at 
night, or move through public spaces without a constant sense of hypervigilance, anticipating 
harassment, judgment, or harm. In the home, the invisible hierarchies of family life demand 
compliance to male authority — fathers, brothers, husbands — and often require erasing parts of 
oneself to maintain love, connection, and approval, in fear of being abandoned or exiled by the family."

____________________________________________________________________________________

Kavi Gupta amplifies voices of diverse and underrepresented artists to expand the canon of art history. 
Through innovative and ambitious exhibitions, multimedia programming, and rigorous publications, we 
foster an evolving conversation among international communities about art and ideas.
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