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Faiz

The  light- bulb in the room is of  low voltage. A pale, sad light –  they 
cannot afford  high- voltage lamps for each of  the eighteen rooms –  
is, has been for more than a year, his sole companion as he paints 
deer, lions, cypresses, tall rose bushes, chinar leaves, Mughal princes 
on hunting trips with their high elephants, on the pencil boxes that 
Mustafa Peer, the handicrafts middleman, wants finished and deliv-
ered in a month. Five hundred boxes in thirty days. Eight rupees per 
piece. The slender boxes will go to a buyer in Delhi who will then 
ship them to an art & crafts dealer in Calgary in Canada, 9.99 dollars 
apiece at Christmas. Faiz, smoking his Four Square tens in halves, 
melts his fingers into each figure. He could simply buy his own 
lamps but he has come to love this peculiar pastel glow. Also, he 
does not want his to be the only room with bright light.

Faiz shares what his little sister Farhat calls the financial burden of  
this large family – three sisters, three brothers, eldest brother Mir 
Zafar Ali’s wife and three children, all of  whom are older than Faiz, 
and his mother, Mouj – through his handicrafts work, and on most 
days, derives satisfaction and meaning from this role. He was never 
really forced into it: various attempts to keep him at school failed, as 
he preferred to run to the nearby swamp of  Dembh to play marbles, 
which soon turned to card games, and then to only slightly serious 
gambling. He was good at it, and often used the winnings to watch 
Bombay sagas at the Shiraz Cinema in Khanyar, walking distance 
from their home in Khanqah where they have always lived, since the 
beginning, from the time their ancestors the Shahmiris, it is said, 
owned exactly  forty- four houses in the area but lost them gradually 
by paying for weddings of  poor girls. Such was the dread that the 
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government middle school filled in a young Faiz, its building, its 
dark classrooms, its memorably coarse jute mat, and its oppressive 
teachers, that at least on three occasions he buried his books in the 
marshy soil of  Dembh, each time claiming he had lost his schoolbag 
while playing cricket after school. Mir Zafar Ali, silenced by the 
grief  it caused him to see his father’s wish that the youngest of  the 
brothers get the highest education, and his own dreams – he had, 
after all, named Faiz after the great Pakistani revolutionary poet 
Faiz Ahmed Faiz – buried in the swamp, emerged heartbroken 
and quietly angry after a week’s consternation in the house. It is 
often said in the neighbourhood that the older brother, the sole 
bread winner at the time, had no choice but to send Faiz to the Gul-
farosh Handicrafts Workshop, owned and run by the legendary 
papier-mâché artist and venerated orator of  elegies, Sadat Beigh 
Shirazi. Yes, the same  master- craftsman whose art adorns the ceil-
ings of  all the major shrines and some of  the oldest houses of  
Kashmir, whose  three- letter signature no one could copy even as 
they copied his art, and whose masterpiece, a flower vase that he’d 
spent seven years painting with  22- carat gold dust, had so charmed 
the  houseboat- loving American diplomat J. K. Galbraith that he had 
insisted Shirazi come to America as a guest of  the State Depart-
ment and paint a wall in the Oval Office. What Shirazi had said in 
response is still a matter of  pride for all  papier- mâché artisans of  
the Valley. ‘Respected sir, I warm my paint over the little coals of  a 
kangri. You won’t be able to keep or afford one in your White 
House.’

In a more generous version of  the story behind Faiz’s difficult 
and  short- lived education, it is said that Mir Zafar recognized the 
artistic talent of  his youngest brother quite early and did the right 
thing by not forcing the boy to go to school, so that he could hone 
his talent and start making a living as an artist soon, rather than wait 
for ever for a lowly government job. Zafar Saẻb has never spoken 
about the matter, so we do not know what really happened.

What we do know is that a year after Faiz had started at Gulfa-
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rosh Handicrafts, Mir Zafar Ali took a substantial loan from Shirazi 
against Faiz’s future output as a  papier- mâché artist.

Faiz spent ten years at the workshop, graduating from an appren-
tice to junior master and, eventually, the lead artist among Shirazi’s 
disciples – and, it must be noted, the fastest hand in the land. Faiz 
can unleash a thousand nightingales from his brush in a single night 
of  work. And yet he has never thought of  himself  as a bonded 
 painter- slave.

His gaze fixed on the orange and green paint on his nails, Faiz thinks 
of  freedom today. Of  air.

When he was ten, he used to go to the ghat for daily swims, lan-
cing through the quick brown waters of  the Jhelum to be among the 
first to emerge at the opposite bank. (He always swam alone, away 
from the row of  racing boys.) Before going home, he would dry 
himself  on the riverside balcony of  the Shrine by the ghat. He 
would make sure he entered through the tall deodar gates at dusk, 
so that he did not invite too much notice. Mir Zafar, of  course, 
always knew and would often find himself  torn between allowing 
his little brother his playtime and disciplining the boy’s reckless 
spirit.

Faiz’s mother, bent under her  day- long work in the house, among 
them cooking for twelve mouths, would often set aside, and 
 sometimes still does, a large bowl of  rice and red beans –  and the 
biggest piece of  meat on Saturdays – for her son’s  never- satisfied 
appetite.

But never before in her forty years of  running the Mir kitchen has 
she faced such paucity of  means as now. Seeing her youngest bring 
home money fills her with pride but also with a vague sense of  
regret. When she had come into the Mir household as a sixteen- 
year- old bride, second wife to the grand Mir Mohammed Ali, the 
sole heir to the house and its riches, both material and spiritual, and 
fabled  artist- trader of  Shahtoosh paisleys and fine silk saris, she had, 
for obvious reasons, taken for granted a lifetime of  affluence. Now, 
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in her grey years, she spends most of  her time in a kitchen where 
the only sign of  affluence is the enormous vault of   copper-  and sil-
verware that is opened on festivals or if  the Mirs have a revered 
moulana over to recite from the Qur’ān.

The house still presents a stately aspect, especially on  full- moon 
nights and during the first ten days of  Muharram, and the older 
neighbours still send an emissary before visiting. The Mirs of  Khan-
qah are known throughout Downtown, and young men in the 
neighbourhood still fall silent when Mir Zafar, or a woman from the 
house, walks by.

Faiz scratches the paint from his nails, not all of  it, though, as he 
sometimes feels different, less himself, if  he does not see his hands 
flecked with the colours he has worked with during the day, and 
tries to decide whether he should go to the mosque or to the shrine 
first. He turns on the radio to listen to All India Radio’s Urdu Ser-
vice, which plays the best music for evenings such as these, the finest 
ghazals he can find on any radio station. He turns to his creations, 
the floor full of  them, finished,  semi- finished and  just- begun pieces 
spread all around him. The  half- done pencil boxes present hills and 
jungles in formation, and animals in chase with no quarry in sight. 
A tiger sparkles golden here, and a deer cranes its neck against the 
blue of  the sky. A lion reclines, its eyes red with passion, and the end 
of  its tail a fine blond goblet, Faiz’s signature style and a  would- be 
master’s sign, Rangrez the old  paint- seller says. Only one box is fully 
finished and varnished. Faiz did it at the beginning as a sample for 
Peer, who wants all the boxes to look exactly like this one. That is 
always the specification, Faiz knows, and that is why he always 
keeps the master artifact in front of  him, but he can never quite 
bring himself  to produce exact replicas, even though he is capable 
of  it. He will always add a little something to each piece, a tiny 
nightingale that peeks out of  a corner bush, a gazelle darting across 
a border, a kingfisher’s reflection in a turquoise pool, a Persian coup-
let intertwined with a forest vine. The only time he does not do it is 
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when, towards the end of  a job, he starts to worry he has been away 
too long from his secret personal  work- in- progress, Falaknuma, the 
biggest canvas he has ever embarked upon, his life’s work.

His eyes stop on a small screen he had finished just before the 
pencil boxes arrived. It’s a copy of  the painting Mustafa Peer had 
allowed him to trace with pencil in his presence, taking the original 
back with him when Faiz was done. In the centre of  the screen, the 
Persian poet Omar Khayyám, leaning against ornate cushions on a 
narrow boat, is holding a  papier- mâché cup into which a woman 
with the most beautiful hair Faiz has ever seen is pouring wine from 
a long, curved flask. The flow of  the wine, by design it seems, 
reflects the woman’s tresses. The river the boat is floating along –  
there is no boatman –   is a pale blue, revealing dark weeds, water 
plants and golden fish. Tall grasses grow on either side of  the river 
and the world outside is not visible except for the  blue- black sky that 
has no moon but a multitude of  stars. Faiz remembers painting 
each of  them with great care, washing his brush for every new star.

He turns back to the centre of  the screen and remembers the 
cup. Was the painting on the cup a miniature replica of  the main 
painting –  Khayyám is again holding a cup as the woman with the 
dark hair pours wine into it –  in the original too?

The evening is beginning to slip into night. Faiz switches off  the 
radio and heads out.
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