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AS people around the world are looking for linkages to further understanding and tolerance beyond the narrow interests of their governments, they have bonded together through Internet communities and pro-active groups like the World Social Forum. 

In the UK over 70 per cent of the population polled said they did not trust their political leadership. Many nations, if polled, would have echoed a similar mistrust. 

The economic debacle in the US and its international fallout has put into question the stability of existing financial systems. Geographically seamless, low- and high-density conflicts have exacerbated the sense of fear and displacement. This is why a credible people-to-people dialogue has become vital to separate the media hype from realities and to revitalise agencies of positive change. 

The Venice Biennale is to the art world what the Cannes Film Festival is to cine-goers. Here, ideas are presented visually and discussed at multiple levels. The artists get a global perspective on the studio practice of their peers. The mandarins of the art business listen to the critical views of art scholars. Enthusiastic people come in droves to Venice from June to November every other year to see the mega art event. An even bigger number is exposed to it via the electronic media that makes its outreach bigger than that of the World Economic Forum. The fact that on an average over five million visitors make the art pilgrimage speaks volumes for the significance of art as the independent voice of the people. 

At the Venice Biennale art is treated as serious business where participating countries and individuals compete to find a place centre-stage. There are two major venues, the Gardini di Venezia and Arsenale. This year the theme, Making Worlds, is in keeping with the urgency of the mood for social change. Borrowing loosely from the mantra of the World Social Forum ‘Another World is Possible’ the biennale calls for introspection and activism led by artists. 

Walking through the Venice Biennale 

I kept asking myself why it was that Pakistan, which has some widely recognised art talent, does not have national representation here to get its share of the limelight, both artistic and political. Ideally Pakistan should have been at Gardini di Venezia where at the permanent national pavilions countries either showcase one major artist or groups. Here prosperous nations or those that do not mind spending from their meagre budgets like Egypt have built permanent structures for participation. 

The other choice would have been the Arsenale, the spacious converted shipbuilding yards of Renaissance Venice. This area is usually devoted to the thematic show of the Venice Biennale to which a select number of innovative artists are invited. The host country, Italy, has a large pavilion at Arsenale. Country shows was given to a few, among them China and Turkey. The economic clout of the UAE also won the latter a prime spot despite the fact that there was nothing much to show by way of art. Substantially backed by a government enthusiastic to rehabilitate a conservative image and push investment in the culture industry, the displays mainly focused on projecting where the UAE plans to take art with a supportive infrastructure. The same was true of the Abu Dhabi pavilion where future projections rather than art dominated the huge space. 

These spaces could have been transformed by art from Pakistan which not only boasts a number of globally acclaimed contemporary artists but also several generations of artists who have laid the foundation of a robust art practice. 

Since talent cannot be ignored, Turquoise Mountain, a charity working in Kabul, invited four Pakistani artists, Imran Qureshi, Aisha Khalid, Nusra Latif Qureshi (Australia-based) and Khadim Ali to a show with Iranian and Afghani artists. While the effort of the artists, particularly those who created site-specific work were outstanding, as a collaborative endeavour it could not get the attention reserved for national representation. According to reports circulating in the art community, Pakistan was invited by the Venice Biennale office but the Pakistan government declined the offer due to a lack of funds. 

If this participation had been seen from the wider perspective of rehabilitating Pakistan’s image abroad, it would have been money better spent as compared to costs incurred on past spin campaigns. This was an opportunity to reach out to the people from the heart of Europe where the voice of Pakistani artists, whose nation is experiencing its most difficult challenge, would have resonated with the theme of the 2009 Venice Biennale, Making Worlds. If the government is afraid of criticism of its actions, it must understand that if Pakistan is to rehabilitate its image as a participatory democracy, authentic voices need to replace propaganda.Art would have been instrumental in informing the world of ‘the other story’ which is often left untold by a western media that prefers to sensationalise the extremists’ war and government inefficiencies rather than pause to focus on the heavy social and human price each citizen of Pakistan continues to pay to safeguard the spirit of tolerance which has long underpinned its syncretic culture. The Pakistani artists at the Venice Biennale could have presented a strong case to the people of Europe and beyond.
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