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Sea Change: A Short Film (1-14) / 2012, Polaroid Back, Collage and ink on paper, 4.5 x 7 in each, Suite of 14 works (detail)
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Sea Change
I.
[ . . . ] And how the future
Takes shape
too quickly. The permanent is ebbing. Is leaving
nothing in the way of
trails. [ . . . ]
		

– Jorie Graham, Sea Change, 2008

Brutality lies in the obvious. The experience is quickly overcome. The most tantalizing images are
those that never reveal—the expressions that can never be read, the gazes that are never met, the
objects and moments lost forever. That’s why we needed images in the first place.
You can think of every picture as containing a story, but the best ones will allude and then disappoint you. You can think of a story for every picture, if you grow uncomfortable with not knowing.
Your story may be wonderful — better, perhaps, than the picture itself. But then it will have nothing
to do with the image anymore. But think of one, if you must.
It takes some getting used to: that we might look and yet notunderstand. That’s what we must
do, however, when we encounter Hajra Waheed’s images—her collages, paintings, videos, an installation now—or however they present themselves. They refuse us. Often sweetly, and beautifully.
Her pages, these excerpts and fragments, they are timeworn cabinets containing histories and
lives. Yet their keys are locked inside. To retrieve the keys would be to destroy them.You can ask questions, but there is no alternate mode of entry, no way of aligning the pins to pick the lock, nothing to
translate from or into, no code to decrypt. Feel and then acknowledge your own need for answers.
The images themselves: the date and time of its making, with carefully collected materials gathered over long periods of time—some expired photo stock, or antique yellowing paper, a long-ago
excised portion of a sepia-tinted photograph, a video snippet of the landscape—they came together
and they came apart exactly when they became what you are you looking at.
Does it seem unfair?
When we look at an old photograph, we instinctively compare it to the way we see the world
today. This is a medium-specific quality; we do not compare, say, Raphael’s 16th-century renderingof hillsides from the background of one of his paintings to what the hills around Urbino look like
today. But we cannot help it, when scrutinizing an old photograph—even if it is from just 20 years,
or 100 years, ago—to compare the reality of then to our mental image (which, we speciously believe,
is itself photographic) of now.
We innately, unquestioningly believe in photography’s indexical characteristics. “This is Dhahran in 1957,” you might say, or “Here I am in Fez” when sharing a photograph. It is a singularity, a
thing that-has-been.
When we scan the image’s surface, what we are seeking is that punctum—usually some small
detail—that contravenes our initial expectation of the past by striking us deeply, personally, while
simultaneouslyaffirming that there’s something about this image that is very much outside of our-

66

selves at this moment. You remark on the child’s smile that still resembles your friend’s today. Remember the old cars? The shoreline was so beautiful before they built the hotels.
Why exactly then does it feel so unfamiliar, and challenging, to look at a series such as Hajra’s
Sea Change, A Short Film (2012)? These cut fragments of sepia-tinted photographs, mounted on the
backing of old Polaroid film, with little square tabs on the top right, mounted on twice-punched,
perforated notebook paper. They areso utterly unyielding.
It begins poetically (with words slightly modified from lyrics by Twin Shadow). The first panel
in the sequence reads: “Some people say you are the golden light, but if I chase after you, [it] doesn’t
mean that it’s true.”
The photographic components—our locus of information—have largely been cut and cropped
away, leaving us with blank, black fields, and just mere traces of what we are looking at. Perhaps
some sand and rocks, a small body of water, some distant mountains, clouds, arid hills, a fencepost.
The rest has been stripped away. There’s a code beneath these “film stills” reading “SC [ . . . ]/500” —
more traces of information that lead nowhere, referring to a sequence whose entirety we cannot see
— except for the penultimate “SC 500/500,” which is a gold sheet that reflects back only your image.
The culmination of this film is the aporia. It would be obviously beautiful if it weren’t also
arefusal.
II.
					
[ . . . ] & farther and farther
				away leaks the
past, much further than it used to go,
“The Missing and the Missed,” she says. It sounds like it should be a dialectic—although, aren’t the
missing are precisely those who are missed?
Hajra’s series The Missed (2012) comprises ten poor souls whose portraits were taken long ago,
whose busts she recently excised from photographs exhumed from who-knows-where, and whose
tiny faces are now mounted on black card paper, which is taped to notebook paper. If they hadn’t
disappeared from history already—they certainly have now. Their hairstyles and headwear hardly
elucidate.Hajra has created an index of the unidentifiable; yet it’s also the index that makes them
even more unidentifiable.
Conventionally, it is the photograph of a person’s visage that keeps the missing alive; that keeps
our loved ones close after they have departed. The Missed represents this desire, while inverting
the sentimental potential of a photographic keepsake. These ones called The Missed will never be
missed by you, or by anyone ever again. Their faces are apparent, but they have vanished long ago
from wherever they came, from whomever loved them.
The figures seen in the 20 panels of The Missing (2012),by contrast, have characteristics but no
identities. A police officer, a soldier, a traveler, a functionary, a street vendor, a holy man, a laborer,
a scholar—these decapitated figures yield details—you can begin to write stories for them, even if
you’ll never know who they are. By the end of the series, the cataloguer has strayed from the figure.
There is an image of a field, the top story of a building, plants against a wall, a distant colonnade. The
world of things and places. An investigator could tell you something about this city, its architecture,
its colonial history, its population’s demographics. That wouldn’t tell you who had lived there.
It’s a peculiar thing about photographs, we realize. When you take them apart, when you see a
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city without people, people without a city, faces without a body, bodies without faces. You realize
how much you expect from the photograph, from each of its contingent parts. How dependent and
familiar we are on this depiction of the past, of what we call history.
III.
						
[ . . . ] Consider
				
the body of the ocean which rises every instant into
				me,& its
				ancient e				
vaporation, & how it delivers itself
to me, how the world is our law, this indrifting of us
				
into us [ . . . ]
What / to Say,/ Every / Ocean / Reminds / Me / of Ours—each the seven parts of the title are written
on one of the seven green pages that frames a faded purple Polaroid square. Investigating these images of wispy magenta-inflected clouds spread out over a deep blue expanse, lightly speckled with
microscopic luminous dots whose origins—and appearance on the surface of the image—feel as
mysterious as the origins of stars in the roof of the night sky . . . What to Say? Yes, exactly, what to
say about things so plainly photographic and yet . . .
Can the camera record the invisible? The photograph here seems to summon itself as the record
of a secret mood, of a thought deeply internalized and projected onto the dark, unyielding depth
of the sky—that ocean above and around us? What you cast out there into its depths never comes
back. As records—or records of impossibilities, as Hajra’s collages prefer to be—you are looking at
the sky with the photographer, or, even, at the photographer who is looking through the camera at
the sky, who is trying to capture a shared but interior sentiment. They are not so much romantic or
mystical images as images of the objects that we find in our most romantic or mystical moments. The
photograph merely stands in for what cannot be photographed. The photograph now feelsmore like
our experience, and much less like the picture of the world that it is.
IV.
If I Had My Way, Your File On Me Would Open With the Sea. The title itself is a condensed poem.

IV.
[ . . . ] the distant treetops in the evening sky, not there, though flashing,
pierced full of tinny pinprick holes the sky not
there, the present
being elsewhere, you can almost rub elbows with it, you, not there,
this was the day it happened you say [ . . . ]
				
Little pinpricks of light are visible through the cracks in the old wooden boards. The surface of You
Are Everywhere (2013) is nearly impenetrable, the sleeper wood flush with the floor, above a black
tin sheet that keeps illumination from us. Like Hajra’s collages, whose ordinary secrets are kept from
us. Light, simple understanding—it is everywhere. When seen plainly, it is unremarkable. The secret joy lies in obfuscation, in large moments of not knowing, and little glimmers of revelation, when
mystery and potential is restored to the world.
V.
I am inclining my heart toward the end,
			
I cannot fail, this Saturday, early pm, hurling myself [. . .]
What if you went on a journey and never came back? Would you be the missing, or the missed? Do
either of these concepts hold any meaning for the departed, for the wandering?
The Witness comes along on the pilgrimage, her images appearing to map the journey: by
whom, from where, to where—all untold. The 17 frames of Witness (2012) are three-inch-square
frames of glass negatives that Hajra arranged in a row on a shelf made from a plank of knotty sleeper
wood (themselves relics of travel). These small square windows contain fragments of images: sky,
sea, waves on the beach, the coastline, the open ocean, a small boat anchored in shallow water, a
gravel path, a coastal mansion ringed in palms, a thicket, distant hills, far off mountains, a hillside,
rocky crags, a mountaintop vista, the valleys far below. The story breaks off with two full frames of
the hills ahead or behind—like two vantages of the directions that could be taken, each through
undistinguished landscapes towards an invisible destination beyond the horizon. Should we go east,
or north? What did the voyager decide? The record ends here. The journey must have continued. But
that is a story you will have to tell yourself.

if i had my way
your file on

HG Masters

me
would open with
the sea
As is each of the little collages—a landscape pasted onto a sky. The meeting of “you” and “me”—
of “my way” and “your file”—two experiences grafted together, on the front of a green folder that
would, or could, contain the rest of what comes. All it is suggestive of is what is not there, yet. Of all
the things that are un-photographic.
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All quotations from: Jorie Graham, Sea Change: Poems (New York: Harper Collins, 2008), pp 3–5.
HG Masters is a writer and editor with a focus on artists from across Asia. He is editor-at-large for ArtAsiaPacific
(AAP) magazine. He worked previously as the managing editor ofAAP, as well as editor of the 2010 ArtAsiaPacific
Almanac, a compendium of sixty country-by-country reports reviewing the year 2009 in Asian art. As a writer
for AAP, he regularly contributes news stories and reviews covering events across Asia, and has written featurelength articles on artists including Lee Bul, Yoko Ono, Mona Hatoum, An-My Lê, Haegue Yang, Raqs Media Collective, Walid Raad, Guy Ben-Ner, Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, and Sigalit Landau. He has also written
catalogue essays for Tradition Transformed, a 2010 exhibition of Tibetan contemporary art at New York’s Rubin
Museum of Art, and for Palden Weinreb’s solo exhibition at Rossi & Rossi gallery, London.
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If I had my way, your file on me would open with the Sea (1-4) / 2012, Polaroid collage on paper 8 x 10 in, each, Suite
of 4 works
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Sea Change: A Short Film (1-14) / 2012, Polaroid Back, collage and ink on paper, 4.5 x 7 in (each), Suite of 14 works
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The Missing (1-20) / 2012, Collage on paper, 7.5 x 11 in each, Suite of 20 works (detail)
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Witness (1-17) /2013, Collage on paper, negative glass slides, found sleeper wood 2.75 x 2.75 in each (detail)
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NO ONE HARMS ME
NADIA KAABI-LINKE
March 12 – May 3, 2013

Parkverbot (Looted Art), 2010, Wood, iron, steel and chrome, 36 x 78 x 33 in, Unique (detail)
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Trans-Locations
Nadia Kaabi-Linke in conversation with Anthony Downey (and Jumanah Younis)
By consciously choosing to create works as an assemblage of existing things rather than creating
‘artificial objects’ Nadia Kaabi-Linke seeks to focus on social reality. In her work, she visualizes previously unnoticed connections and phenomena in society, and invites us to review our perceptions
of social processes and structures. These phenomena include the commonalities and contradictions
of inter-cultural symbolism, the depiction of passing time, and unobserved acts of violence.In this
interview, Kaabi-Linke discusses some of her most recent works citing her experiences of marginalization and translocation,as the child of a Tunisian father and Russian mother, as an unintentional
but recurring theme in her aesthetic practice.
Anthony Downey/JumanahYounis: For the piece Parkverbot(looted art) (2010) you combine a park
bench with bird-control spikes. Both objects have a function in public spaces, but your interest in
the spikes seems to come specifically from the contrast between how pigeons are seen in the United
Kingdom in comparison tohow they are seen in Tunisia. In the UK they are seen as pests, whereas
in Tunisia they represent freedom and peace. Similarly, in No one harms me unpunished (2012) you
incorporate thistles within a bed frame – thistles are a symbol of resistance in Scotland, but grow as
a common weed in Tunisia. What is it about these symbols and their significance in different places
that interests you?
Nadia Kaabi-Linke: Both pieces assemble things with different and even contradictory meanings:
the park bench is there for taking a rest and the spikes are used to discourage birds from settling; the
thistles – a symbol of Scottish resistance –in conjunction with the used frame of a spring mattress,
automatically transforms them into signifiers of resignation and obedience. The ironic assemblage
of these artifacts helps to break some common lines of understanding and suggests other contexts
for their use and meaning. My interest in the work with those symbols might be linked to a personal
experience. When I first came to Europe for my studies I was not familiar with bird control spikes
and considered them bizarre decorations for public spaces. I never saw these kinds of appliances in
Tunisia, maybe because pigeons have a better reputation in the Arab world or just because people in
Tunisia don’t care much about these birds and their excrement. They don’t care much about thistles
either. As you said, it’s just a common weed that grows everywhere. It’s called chouk and it always
symbolizes something that is very difficult and annoying. While in Scotland this very plant, the
thistle, is celebrated as a symbol of resistance; it is indeed nothing other than bad weed that grows
nearly everywhere. Seen through a cross-cultural lens, it’s possible to merge the Scottish and the
Tunisian meaning of the thistles. Let’s say, for example, resistance is something difficult and annoying but there are no effective means to repress it. It can happen always and everywhere – in public
and in private.
AD/JY: In your practice, you alter our perceptions of everyday items, using them to make visible different types of violence that often go unnoticed in society (from domestic violence to the fallacies of
meritocracy). What is it that has attracted you to exposing these types of violence?
NKL: I consider these types of violence as phenomena of a more basic power that makes us oversee
or even agree to certain forms of violence. This is something I would not consider as culturally specific, but as something more general that comes along with social processes and structures. Maybe
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it’s even a constitutive element of contemporary societies, and by this reason it’s important to keep
an eye on its mechanisms in order to better understand our world. This is also the reason why I
don’t want to stray too far from social realities and why I existing objects and develop imprintsfrom
otherwise everday items and locations, instead of playing with fiction and creating new artificial
objects. These objectsare carriers of meanings and by combining them in an unusual way it’s possible to review and maybe alter their role in the processes of sense-making. I was very happy to
show Parkverbot (looted art), No one harms me unpunished and Impunities (2012) together because I
think these pieces show very well how effective the assemblage of different artifacts can be. You just
have to bring furniture, appliances, trophies and trace evidences together and they speak for themselves. Sometimes it’s likethere is a grammar for compound things that works and makes sense. The
furniture used for Parkverbot and No one harms me unpunished, for example, signify rest and immobility, whereas the control spikes and the thistles hint at unrest and mobilization. In both works
the furniture is a symbol for settlement and immobility, whereas the other elements are symbols
for resistance, be it against birds or social structures. Maybe this contradiction is one of the major
conflicts of contemporary societies. On one side, there is the institutionalized rest, a life in comfort
and peace, but on the other side there is the urge for political participation and self-governance.
AD/JY: Impunities was developed during your residency at the Delfina Foundation, where you engaged the local community on issues surrounding domestic violence. The content of the work –
quotations from women about their experiences of domestic abuse, and prints of their scars – is
in contrast with the medium you use: transparent, glass planes. Is the use of a transparent material
related to your concern with the invisibility of this kind of violence in society at large?
NKL: The choice of material is always linked to the content. For Impunities, I used Optiwhite glass
with a lower content of iron that has less of the typical green glimmer of glass. This was more than
just an aesthetic decision, because this high quality glass is also used for trophies in the corporate
world. I did not engrave the scars and the quotations in this highly transparent glass because these
crimes are mostly invisible in modern societies. I did it because there is so much superficial transparency and clearness in the world that the fact of these assaults against women, men, and children
seem to vanish under the flood of more commendable and glamorous images of meritocracy.
AD/JY: Impunities, Torn (2013) and Ripped (2013) were all shown as part of your 2013 exhibition No
one harms me… at Experimenter Gallery in India. The latter two works seem to be closely linked to
one other – they both show the impressions of hair on paper, but one is taken without any ink, and
is almost invisible against the white background. The titles of the two works are also variations on
the same action. What is the connection between the two pieces?
NKL: Both works are closely linked by the material and their meaning. I was thinking about an appropriate representation of such an abstract thing as history. As in another work, Everything I always wanted to tell you (2013), I used hair to represent the reality of time because every approach to
grasp and understand history seems to me to be rooted in one’s own personal experience of time.
Therefore, the long hair can be seen as a kind of personal unit of measure. I was thinking about the
form of history and finally it came to the dichotomy of continuity and discontinuity and the idea
that both terms cannot be represented in one work, but only in two separate works. Torn is a series
of five ink imprints showing the connections between bunches of stretched hair and Ripped justshows the barely visible impressions of the hair on the surface of the paper. While Torn presents the
continuity of the bunches in the center of the image, Ripped shows the disruptions. The separation
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of both concepts of time seems to me obligatory, since history is always both: a chain of past events
and the supplementary representation of these events. In retrospect, these events are lined up as if
there were a continuous process or development. But in our own private experience of time there is
no such guideline of history, except unpredictable happeningsthat no one can control.
AD/JY: Your recent wall print, A Short Story of Salt and Sun (2013) uses the impression of a wall
eroded by the sea at the station near the beach in La Marsa, Tunisia. Like the pieces Torn and Ripped,
you make use of a textural medium to explore our interaction with history. Can you expand on the
reasons for this approach?
NKL: La Marsa Beach is famous for a 500 metre-long promenade which is at least 500 metres short
of the beach. This is nothing compared to Tunisia’s 1,300 kilometres of sandy beaches and promenades. Nevertheless, it attracts people from Tunis either to enjoy water and sun during the day
or to promenade in the evening. The railway was inaugurated in 1872and since this time the sea
and salt has sculpted the wall of the station. The painting documents this decay as a unit of time. It
occurred before and during the flowering, but non-sustainable,form of mass tourism in Tunisia. I
considered this wall as a document of time that is representational of Tunisia’s earlier history. After
independence from French colonialism, tourism was discovered as an economic resource that rapidly developed into a prospering industry. The beaches became the backbone of the Tunisian gross
domestic product (GDP). However, this prosperity lasted only for two or three decades. In the end
Tunisia became one of the lowest priced destinations for beach holidays; and today, after three years
of political and cultural instability, most Tunisians who once lived very well from this industry are
out of work.
AD/JY: Your practice as an artist obviously draws upon other aesthetic practices (I am thinking of
minimalism here in particular) and Flying Carpets (2011), which was shown at the Venice Biennial in
2011. This work is very firmly located within references to the socio-politics of street traders operating in Venice, specifically on the Il Ponte del Sepolcroin Venice, and their semi-legitimate status.
Do you find that your aesthetic practice is often located in the socio-politics of marginalization and
translocation?
NKL: It turns out to be, but I don’t know why. I neither consider myself an underdog nor do I consider myself to be a spokesperson for suppressed people. But maybe I am just a prisoner of my own
biography. As the child of a Tunisian father and a former Russian and now Ukrainian mother I experienced very early what it means to be marginalized and translocated. I was first marginalized in
Tunisia, where I was often called the child of a faithless mother, then I felt translocated in the United
Arab Emirates, and later I experienced what it means to live as a North African in France.
Anthony Downey, Jumanah Younis
Anthony Downey is an academic and a writer. He is Editor-In-Chief of Ibraaz (www.ibraaz.org), and
the author of Art and Politics Now (Thames and Hudson, 2014). He is currently editing Uncommon
Grounds: New Media and Critical Practice in North Africa and the Middle East (IB Tauris, 2014), and
Becoming Communities: Civil Society and Social Practice (Third Text, 2015).
Jumanah Younis is Assistant to the Editor at Ibraaz (www.ibraaz.org). She has a BA in European and
Middle Eastern Languages from Oxford University. In 2011, while based in Egypt, she was the Cairo
correspondent for Ceasefire. Her writing has also appeared in The Guardian and The Independent.
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Parkverbot (Looted Art), 2010, Wood, iron, steel and chrome, 36 x 78 x 33 in, Unique (installation view)
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Top: No One Harms Me Unpunished…, 2012, Steel brass and thistles, 82 x 60 x 10 in, Unique
Below: No One Harms Me Unpunished…, 2012, Steel brass and thistles, 82 x 60 x 10 in, Unique (detail)
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Short Story of Salt and Sun, 2012, Wall imprint, oil pigment, wax and paper on canvas, 90.6 x 55 in
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Torn, 2013, Inked hair imprint on paper, 15.5 x 11.75 in each, Suite of 5 works, variations of 5 +1 AP
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Impunities, 2012, Laser engraved glass, 9 x 6 x .4 in each, Suite of 26 works
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FILAMENT 2013
AMAR KANWAR
CAMP
NAEEM MOHAIEMEN
OMER FAST
July 4 – 20, 2013
In its second edition, FILAMENT 2013 presented four feature length films by Amar Kanwar, CAMP,
Naeem Mohaiemen and Omer Fast, that explore the complex relationship between strife, political
ideologies, territorial ambitions, people who inhabit the void, the memories that unrest leaves behind and its psychological and social implications. The focus for FILAMENT 2013 was on films that
required the audience to view them in a cinematic experience and had strong threads of connects
between the films that were screened.
The films screened used multiple points of references including linear and non-linear narrative,
poignant poetry, hostage situations and the notions of borders to reflect on freedom, the idea of the
nation and borders and its significance to those who live within them.

Omer Fast, Continuity, 2012, Looped video (installation image)
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FILAMENT 2013

A Night of Prophecy, 2002, 77 min
Is it possible to understand the passage of time through poetry? And if that were so even for one special moment then would it be possible to see the future? The film travels in the states of Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Nagaland and Kashmir trying to understand the past, the severity of conflict
and the cycles of change. Through poetry you suddenly see where each and all the territories are
heading to, where you belong and where to intervene, if you want to. The different poetic narratives
merge together, allowing us to see a more universal language of symbols and meanings. The moment when this merger in the mind takes place is the simple moment of prophecy.

A Night of Prophecy, 2002, 77 min
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A Night of Prophecy, 2002, 77 min
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FILAMENT 2013

Al Jaar Qabla Al Daar (The Neighbour Before the House), 2009-11, 64 min
The material for this film was generated by eight Palestinian families living in various neighborhoods in the city of Jerusalem/Al Quds, a place where the usual sense of “neighborhood” is broken
by occupation and conflict. It was filmed over a month in September-October 2009, with a PTZ
(pan-tilt-zoom) CCTV camera that the residents installed on their own homes (or in the case of
evicted families on nearby houses), a “tripod made of stones”. The commentary you can hear is of
people speaking over the video live, as they watch and move the camera from inside their homes.
Sometimes the voice looks for an image, at other times image provokes voices, or they separate into
distant landscapes and innermost thoughts. The footage was edited into this film in 2011.

Al Jaar Qabla Al Daar (The Neighbour Before the House), 2009-11, 64 min (installation view)
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Al Jaar Qabla Al Daar (The Neighbour Before the House), 2009-11, 64 min (installation view)
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FILAMENT 2013

United Red Army, 2012, 70 min
United Red Army is the latest installment of The Young Man Was, a multi-year project constructing a
history of the 1970s ultra-left. On September 28th 1977, the Japanese Red Army hijacked JAL 472 and
flew it to Dhaka. As a negotiation began between the control tower and the lead hijacker (codename:
Dankesu), a series of unintended consequences are set off. The film pivots off the audio tapes of
the hostage negotiations. Outside the plane, we see fierce internal struggles of an unsteady military
government, a Hollywood actress on her truncated honeymoon, and an interrupted episode of The
Zoo Gang. Shumon Bashar wrote in Tank: “the crackly voices of these two strangers hurled into a
forced, awkward intimacy… the tone with which they started their discussion was peculiarly polite,
until the accord between ransom and reason reached breaking point.”

United Red Army, 2012, 70 min (still from the video)
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United Red Army, 2012, 70 min (installation view)
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FILAMENT 2013

Continuity, 2012, 40 min
In Continuity, we follow a young Bundeswehr soldier just returning home from Afghanistan. What
first appears to be strange anomalies in an otherwise familiar domestic environment gradually becomes a nightmare scenario. As the young man struggles to make sense of his increasingly surreal
and alien home, it becomes really doubtful whether he’s ever actually returned from service. With
Continuity, the artist gets closer to cinematographic tradition.

Continuity, 2012, 40 min, looped (installation view)
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Continuity, 2012, 40 min, looped (installation view)
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EXPERIMENTER CURATORS’ HUB 2013

Experimenter Curators’ Hub 2013
NANCY ADAJANIA
ALESSANDRO VINCENTELLI
SANDHINI PODDAR
KATHRIN RHOMBERG
GIRISH SHAHANE
NATASHA GINWALA
CHE KYONGFA
DANIEL MUZYCZUK
OLIVER KIELMAYER
July 26 – 27, 2013

In association with

Supported by
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New Negotiations in the Already Negotiated
When Hans Ulrich Obrist, co-director of exhibitions at the Serpentine Gallery asked Franz Meyer, former director at the Kunstmuseum Basel why there was a virtual amnesia when it came to the early
history of curators, Meyer replied, he thought their “achievements were intended for their own time.
While they were influential, they have nonetheless been forgotten.” During the course of the 20th century, the number and range of exhibitions have increased manifold as well as museums that display
their permanent collections through a series of temporary exhibitions. Taking care (curator from the
Latin ‘curare’ or ‘to care’)of these exhibitions has seen the rise of curators as custodians of exhibition
making, but a shift has been seen from the past. From being just caretakers of knowledge to being professionally trained agents of this knowledge. By the century’s end from museum curator to freelancer
at biennales, like auteurs, they directed the art world and public on how to consume art.
Writer Aveek Sen, moderating this third edition of the Curator’s Hub, threw down the gauntlet in
his opening remarks – curating around the ideas of the identity/ nation in public exhibition spaces
as the Venice biennale, curatorial ‘power’, the independence of curatorial choice when funding was
involved, historicity, the academic in curatorial writing, curating and language –“what do we talk
about when we talk about art?” This then, unleashed two intense days of talks and discussion; no
Raymond Carver brevity when, what we talk about, when we talk about art, was in sight.
Austrian art historian and curator Kathrin Rhomberg did precisely that – talked about art and
presented a questioning perspective. More so, the art historian and ‘reluctant’ curator did not talk
about curation at all but the role of art in today’s world.Spotlighting one project - the highly controversial work Auslanderraus – Bitteliebt Osterreich (Foreigners out- Please love Austria) by German
artist/ experimental filmmaker/ theatre designer Christoph Schlingensief, she touched on art having to be redefined ever so often with time. As when experimental work, be it in cinema, theatre
or contemporary art started to make interventions in public spaces – “attempting an artistical approach that created a critical awareness of the social and political deficits.” Through a reality show
that Schlingensief staged in the public sphere, using real immigrants who were voted in or out by an
unsuspecting public, (the prize being marriage to an Austrian and so gaining citizenship), the week
long show enraged the nation causing the resignation of the culture minister. It was at a time when
Rhombergwas confused with what was happening in the art world, an overproduction as she saw it
and Schlingensief’s work created a storm and brought all the new issues confronting art to the fore
– artist as protesting citizen, appropriation of public space, use of the media, subversiveness, the
subaltern, upending ‘normalising tendencies’, playing with reality and fiction – art outside the system was now firmly within and included everything. Rhomberg lamented the fact that art in public
spaces had become more decorative and called for a reclaiming of these spaces for public gatherings
and more radical interventions.
So, art was spoken about but what about curation –Rhomberg inadvertently touched upon the
thrust of this convention: the role of the curator in public exhibitions whether in museums, biennales
or other not for profit spaces. Rhomberg’s concerns of the here and now and rethinking curation as
art is rethought, found a counter point in Nancy Adajania’s practice as an academic and curator – a
practice that looks to place historicity when imagining for a public exhibition as she did in ‘Logging In
and Out of Collectivity’, her exhibition for ROUNDTABLE: the 9thGwangju Biennale 2012. Using this
model as a illumination on her perspective: combining the exhibitory and the discursive, a non West
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more global South view that re read the Venetian model of a biennale, the inclusion of Jangarh Singh
Shyam, a ‘folk’ artist who moved out of a community practice and individuated himself, not so much
about the ‘other’ as about adjacencies … “every work poses a question – that is what I want to pose.”
Which threw up the question of curators posing questions – the position of what Sen called the
“pomposity of being a collaborator.” Alessandro Vincentelli of the BALTIC was categorical – in the
space at the BALTIC the curators were more “enablers”, helping the artist translate an idea to the
optimum as he showcased artist David Maljkovic’s exhibition. A converted flour mill, the first show
before the conversion featured Anish Kapoor’s Tarantantara, red PVC splayed across the cavernous
interior. Subsequently acquiring 4 floors in conversion (and no collection) the BALTIC is a contemporary museum that instead of historicizing exhibitions in their curatorial practice, tends to look at
connections to the North East and modernism – “we are way, way out of London!” He talked about
curatorial discussions as strategy – hosting the Turner prize show to lure the public in. Innovative
ways to translate ideas were expounded; partnerships with Universities, artists in dialogue with scientists and discussions held at the museum.
If Vincentelli was ‘enabler’, Sandhini Poddar, adjunct curator at the Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum was more ‘producer’. In a presentation that talked of two shows at the Deutsche Guggenheim, ‘AnishKapoor: Memory’ and ‘Being Singular Plural’, she laid down the trajectory of seeing a
show from idea to fruition, from inception to exhibition, the production of a catalogue, commissioning new writers, and working with artists (ShumonaGoel) whose works were still in progress –
unusual for a museum commission. The negotiation of funds, “the circuit of money” was a question
she deals with continually – one third of her time as curator goes in fundraising – the ‘producer’
aspect of a new age curator.
Art writer and critic Girish Shahane, dons the curatorial hat frequently and is known to be lucid
in his sharp observations on the unfolding of the contemporary art scene in India. Presenting ‘Home
Spun’ an exhibition he curated for the Devi Art Foundation he talked about curatorial practice growing
away from the format of borrowing from critical theory, rather looked at what ‘is constructed, what
is innate.’ Pithy comments carried wise reasoning. How art is now becoming a collective endeavor,
it’s production involving collaborations (contrasted it with auteur directors carving out an individual
voice in a collaborative art form like film) and highlighted a new dilemma facing contemporary art
in India. Visuality, he said, had been accessible to all, but as text based art is more internationally accepted, were curators restricting their choices to a narrow spectrum of artists proficient in English?
Natasha Ginwala, an independent curator, presented curatorial works under the rubric The Task
of Polyphony, whose titles drew out immediate questions from Sen. ‘The Museum of Rhythm’ at the
Taipei Biennale (2012) which used rhythm as the leitmotif in the artworks and ‘Imperial Pastoral: On
Construction of Rurality’ using colonial archival material were thought out – her choices of works in
the former, and reconstructing histories of 19th century colonization and the 20th century industrial revolutions through documentation from those times in the latter. What is ‘rurality’, why ‘museum’, why ‘museum’, asked Sen in the post talk discussion. More terminology was questioned, by
artist Ashish Avikunthak who picked up on ‘geomorpholical’ and ‘absenteeism’. These are pertinent
questions, as text by curators get laden with critical theory terminology, what then must the words
connote in a public exhibition as in a biennale with the viewer not familiar with them. How does art
get read in this manner? It took Shahane’s point a step further – even with no language restrictions,
does a viewer now have to come armed to a curated exhibition with an art history background? How
much now remained largely retinal in an exhibition, how much was knowledge based? What is the
role of a curator in achieving a balance in exhibition text meant for a general public as opposed to
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an art history class? Clearly there is a need for text to be contextualized in a curated exhibition, the
opportunity to raise the bar of understanding for a lay public, to make an exhibition thought provoking beyond just the visual – and this is a vital role the curator plays. Yet, as the questions seemed to
demand, there needed to be some accountability to not allow these well-intentioned interventions
to slip into the realm of such incomprehensibility that it left a confused audience.
Che Kyongfa, curator at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Tokyo laid out the difficulties in
exhibition making in countries outside one’s own. Through projects in Indonesia and India (an exhibition of Japanese contemporary art at the Lalit Kala Akademi), she admitted to the difficulties in
communicating with artists through a language and cultural barrier and the independence of a curator when working with national bodies sponsoring exhibitions presenting their artists in another
country. The often unsatisfactory situation of artists producing work in response to the country
they have been invited to was brought up, the often banal works that were produced … Sen went
further to call them ‘dubious’. Kyongfa spoke about sponsored exhibitions for cultural exchange
where the exchange of artists was a policy by the institution that the curator worked with, but added
that it was the responsibitlity of the artist to be self reflective, self curatorial and ensure a standard
of work within his practice.
Daniel Muzyczuk, curator at the Museum Sztuki in Lodz, (a museum started with a collection
donated by an artist) was also co-curator for the Polish Pavilion in the 2013 Venice Biennale, where
Konrad Smolenski’s ‘Everything was Forever, Until it was no More’ was showcased. Muzyczuk’s talk
was one of the most satisfying – combining archival strategies, staging exhibitions through reconstructions, foregrounding the politics of state and art history. His work in sound exhibitions, archiving Polish sound works from the 1960s and 1970s was explored. Engaging with the “narrativity
of sound, the linearity of sound” and not just the self-reflexive, he sought to distance himself from
being typecast as a sound exhibition specialist. And the talk brought this out – his is a larger, encompassing practice that while presenting the past also repositions very contemporary questions post
John Cage’s pure experiments of the liberation of sound and curator practices as a whole. Here was
a curator who seemed to think ahead of art, in a way, seeking to move forward – historicity and the
past being referenced and remembered was not enough; in contemporary practice curators had to
think ahead, pure experiments in sound was already dated it was music that had to be reinterpreted
in a gallery setting something he thought Smolenski’s work at the biennale was successful in doing
– a new language that worked spatially and de-fetishisized the object.
The Telephone Book (2010) a show curated by Oliver Kielmayer, director of Kunsthalle Winterthur, lightened up Experimenter’s now filled-with-positions air. Its take on Mervin Bloch’s eponymous film features the world’s greatest obscene phone caller was humourous and contemporary,
referencing a film made in late 60s by a Hollywood filmmaker (whose only film it was) and linked
closely to the Pop Art scene happening at the time. He moved on to a show, where artist’s writing
were used in captions in a film; he “liked them for their directness” as opposed to curatorial text and
wanted to show something that was easy, consumable but still relevant. It was a breath of fresh air
in an atmosphere of gravitas.
In the two days of presentations and discussions more questions were thrown up than definite
answers arrived at. A sign of a healthy exchange. The role of the curator seemed to be the most difficult to reach a collective consensus on. Was he/she an enabler, a producer, a demystifier, an archival
interpretor and in the case of Rhomberg, reluctant to use the word at all.
Artists in the audience were concerned with how artist choices were made – the curator’s “power”. Adip Dutta recalled the boom days of the mid 2000s, a time of global economic highs when
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galleries were aerodromes and curators, like celestial beings, flew in – anything went in those days, if
artists resisted something, they never expressed it. Today’s curator comes with a position (text) – the
art world hierarchy in question.
Adajania clarified that curators had gone beyond promotional text for artists and had produced
new thought and pointed out significantly, that the artist could always choose not to work with the
curator. What happens though when a curatorial practice fits in an artwork within a theoretical
framework? Adajania said a good artwork leaves a surface behind – she, as a curator making an argument, will draw on 2-3 points, but a viewer will make of the artwork whatever he thinks, and that for
a curator, was problematic as well.
With this mix of Asian and Western curators, what became apparent to the listener were the
vastly changed demographic, political and economic and technological climes the art world finds itself today. The global South may grapple with language, the over producing West may find economic
stalemates, the emerging people’s revolutions in the Arab world throws theocratic into the contemporary, interdisciplinary practices enter the art space just as art takes over public arenas grappling
the social and the political: the curator treads a minefield of has been and happening now.
While some presented their exhibition making through art history and academia, others seemed
to use that very knowledge to address a larger question – what to make of contemporary art today
and the ways to push it further ahead. As artist Jitish Kallat, is named curator for the 2nd KochiMuziris Biennale, it seems an artist is needed once again for exhibition making, a throwback to a
century when annual exhibitions of art were held by artists to showcase new work (as artist collectives did in America and England, the Impressionists did in France and Viennese artists did in
Austria). In the onslaught of new forms and ways of art being created, perhaps curators need to find
ways to negotiate these new negotiations rather than the already negotiated.
Deepika Sorabjee
Deepika Sorabjee is a writer based in Bombay. After completing her medical studies and practicing for
a few years she now practices her passion for the arts instead – she writes for various art publications
and for newspapers. For the last two years she had been on the selection panel for the International
Competition section for MAMI/ Mumbai Film Festival. She is currently training in art conservation.
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Clockwise from the top: ECH 2013, Nancy Adajania, Alessandro Vincentelli
Facing page: Clockwise from top left: Aveek Sen, Girish Shahane, Che Kyongfa, ECH 2013, Daniel Muzyczuk
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SCORE FOR A FILM
MEHREEN MURTAZA
August 9 – September 9, 2013

Salam on Mountain, 2013, Digital print on acid free photo rag paper, 10 x 5 in, Ed 3 +1 AP
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Score for a Film
Pakistani artist Mehreen Murtaza’s striking photomontages and installations may have a life of their
own in the real world of art fairs and galleries, but they transport the viewer to places that perhaps
exist only in dreams.
Found images—sourced from print, digital and electronic media—come together in her work to
form intriguing collages. Lawyers assemble on streets amid a burst of sinister red; a Big Brother-like
figure watches the goings-on from the heavens; and a superhero takes flight into a great gig in the
sky. Those who are aware of political and social upheavals in Pakistan will find enough resonances
in Murtaza’s work without being oppressed by the obvious.
Born in 1986 in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, Murtaza was educated at Beaconhouse National University in Lahore and now lives and works in that city. Her practice is reminiscent of the masters of
Stuckist and Pop Art, especially of Richard Hamilton, but her eye has also absorbed the nuances of
indigenous iconography—miniature painting, film posters and the immensely popular Truck Art
imagery of Pakistan.
Murtaza has experimented boldly, often by introducing religious icons into her art. In an earlier work,Who Are You, Defenders of The Universe?, she had placed an oversized black cube in the
middle of the gallery. While this minimal readymade recalled the Kaaba in Mecca, it also brought to
mind Russian artistK.S. Malevich’s famous painting Black Square (1915), or even a UFO from outer
space.
Murtaza’s manner can be easy and charming but also complicated and cerebral. Her new body
of work,Score For a Film, uses canned noise, found images and footage to script a narrative that invokes sci-fi, fantasy, film noir and political satire. Edited excerpts of an email interview:
SG: Can you briefly talk about the new show?
MM: The show is premised on a speech delivered by the renowned scientist, Mohammad Abdus
Salam, titled “Islam and Science—Concordance or Conflict?”. I worked with a fictitious narrative
that dealt with Salam’s precarious position in Pakistan’s history as an anticlimactic hero, exploring
the possibility of time travel based on the discovery of the Higgs boson. I also developed a sound
piece with local band members of Poor Rich Boy, which includes Shehzad Noor and Zain Ahsan.

SCORE FOR A FILM

MM: I feel this beautiful found description of “white noise” describes my practice succinctly: “A
purely theoretical sound concept that imagines an infinite bandwidth, a flat and dense noise signal
that has equal power at any frequency, therefore the signal would be infinite, and impossible to generate. It infers a drone, an unparalleled existence in the acoustic realm and functions as a formless
contradiction. It is a kind of formulated chaos being experienced when heard.”
I would, however, like to make it clear that my practice is developing to (or at least aspires to) be
a syncretic interplay between disciplines and across varied media—from photographs, montages,
films, sculptural elements to an attempted amalgamation of different schools of thought.
These may appear disconnected at first, but I see a complex web of interconnectedness arising
out of thematic concerns. The uncertainty generated by these interventions is intended to provoke
new ways of understanding one’s environment. I believe these moments of hesitation, however temporary, can activate previously imperceptible modes of inquiry and encourage critical reflection.
And even the way the works are installed says something about a kind of methodology that for
me is a very particular, but very precise, way of looking at editing, montage and layering. The idea
is to explore different narratives and histories, even if they are contradictory or contrapuntal, all
together and find new openings. I would be happy if my work did nothing other than direct people
across 90 degrees so that they are forced to view the world from a different vantage point.
The spillover of various schools of thoughts in my work is also an attempt to push conceptions
of “hybridity” as proposed by, say, cultural theorist Homi Bhabha or by the conceptual artist and
curator, Rasheed Araeen. I am excited by the various points of intersections or contradictions that
deal with confusion—cultural or otherwise.
SG: Do you feel any sense of belonging to particular tradition(s) of art-making? Which artists do you
feel an affinity with?
MM: It is difficult for me to name artists who I have an affinity with as compared to specific works,
but there are plenty whose practices I enjoy and have been in a private conversation with. Some
of them are Alexandre Singh, Slavs & Tatars, Elad Lassry, Anri Sala, Seth Price, Felix Kubin, Július
Koller, Amalia Pica, and Robert Smithson. I have been reading the works of philosophers like Reza
Negarestani, an Iranian, and Nick Land, who is British, in copious amounts—that is as close as it
comes to following a kind of “tradition” in art-making.
Somak Ghoshal

SG: How do you react to being called a “Pakistani artist”? How is your work received in your home
country?
MM: I don’t necessarily identify as a “Pakistani” artist, except on the basis of the fact that I am currently living and working in Lahore. However, I do have a problem with being referred to as a Pakistani artist in a context where stereotypes may be reinforced through regurgitated visual representations of the region—drone attacks, Osama bin Laden, Taliban, the veil, and so on. In some cases, the
need to be identified as a Pakistani artist may be justified, as it prepares a certain section of viewers
for the fact that the work may carry narratives that are not translatable.
I have not exhibited for the longest time in Pakistan. My work has also developed over the years
and taken newer directions since I last exhibited in Lahore and Karachi.

This piece was first published on Live Mint on, Aug 17 2013 as an interview preceding Murtaza’s solo
at Experimenter.
Based in New Delhi, Somak Ghoshal is a features writer at Live Mint writing frequently on art, book
reviews and culture. He was previously literary fiction editor at Penguin India and Assistant Editor
at The Telegraph, Kolkata.

SG: Your work is often a curious collage of images, noises and texts, culled out of various sources,
contexts and inspirations. What is the creative process like for you?
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Congregation with Salam, 2013, Digital print on acid free cotton rag paper, 10.8 x 15 in, Ed of 3 + 1 AP
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The Oligarchy of Hi-tech Imams, 2013, Digital print on Hahnemühle William Turner paper, 59.92 x 98.29 in, Ed of 3 + 1 AP
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Symposium on Elementary Particle Interactions, Miramare, June 1960 – first visit to Trieste, 2013 Digital print on
Hahnemühle, Matte cotton Photo Rag paper, 15.1 in x 20 in, Ed of 3 + 1 AP
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Daily Akhbar news clipping, 2013, Digital print on Hahnemühle, rice paper, 8.28 x 10 in, Ed of 3 + 1 AP
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THE LAND EATERS
PRABHAKAR PACHPUTE
September 28 – November 16, 2013

Presented in association with Clark House Initiative, Bombay.
The Heroes of Saptarang, 2013 (detail)
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Top: The Heroes of Saptarag, 2013, Charcoal on wall, clay miniature sculptures, LED Lights, Dimensions variable
(Installation view). Below: The Heroes of Saptarag, 2013, Charcoal on wall, clay miniature sculptures, LED Lights,
Dimensions variable (detail)
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Kakhet Kalasa Gavala Valasa (What you are searching for, is under your nose and you go around the world for it),
2013, Single channel projection installation, fibreglass sculpture, wooden houses, size variable (projection view and
sculpture view)
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The Land Eaters
Prabhakar Pachpute’s first solo in Kolkata, The Land Eaters, explores his interest in labor ethics,
economic exploitation, unequal social development and land politics. Pachpute belongs to a family
with a three-generation history as miners in Chandrapur, Maharashtra, in one of the country’s
oldest mines located within a land, that has over the years, born the brunt of relentless excavation.
It is through his repeated revisits and personal experiences of growing up in Chandrapur, that he
upholds the paradoxical metaphor of almost every small town in developing countries like India
and at what cost that ‘development’ is attained. In his first solo in 2012, Pachpute drew murals of his
descents deep into the coalmines, conveying the sublime trauma of the mine’s psychological impact
on those who work in and those who live above the mines. In a later series of works, Pachpute
pushed back the character of the miner to the figure of the cotton farmer, driven to trading his land
for a job in the mines, and then forward to the city’s industrial cotton-mill worker, to be displaced
once again after the Great Bombay Textile Strike of 1982.
The use of charcoal in his works are as much a direct reference to the charred recesses of the
deep mines and that of the souls of the people who work in them for generations as they are to
the uncertain ephemerality in aspirations of the labor class India and the rest of the world. The
Land Eaters oscillates between the stop-motion animated sweeps of a windscreen wiper and the
devastation of land consumed by mines in the Vidarbh region – synonymous in India with damning
statistics of farmer suicides. In the background, the figure of the ‘Coalmine Manager’ persists
greedily undervaluing, and then buying up farming land; but the works turn a corner, and Pachpute
expands his characters to a new reality: one of collective action, of collective dreaming. On a recent
trip back to Chandrapur, he saw for the first time, a sign of real hope.
In early 2013, a special collective – sapta-ranga was formed, between seven individuals in
Chandrapur who decided to return to farming, in defiance of their helplessness to the exploitation.
This must resonate deeply with Prabhakar’s own experiences, being himself part of a collective of
seven artists called shunya. Central to the exhibition at Experimenter, is an expansive wall-drawing,
titled The Heroes of Saptarang, that includes shadows and small sculptures, throwing the spotlight
onto the characters of this collective; comprising three coal miners, a school teacher, a life insurance
agent, and a shoe keeper, the last being Pachpute’s oldest friend, a differently-abled poet and writer.
In one of the drawings, the head of the miner, looking out at the devastation of his ancestral
land, has turned into a farming implement, evoking the potency of this initiative and that of the idea
of collective dreaming for Chandrapur, for the thousands of such towns and that of our own futures.
Zasha Colah & Prateek Raja
Zasha Colah is a writer and a curator based in Mumbai. She is one of the co-founders of Clark House
Initiative, Bombay
Prateek Raja is a co-founder and director of Experimenter, Kolkata.

Top: The Heroes of Saptarang, 2013, Charcoal on wall, clay miniature sculptures, LED Lights, Dimensions variable
(detail) Below: Sasti Underground Mine No. 3, 2013, Charcoal on paper, 60 x 72 in
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Back to the Farm I, 2013, Charcoal on paper 24 x 36 in
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Back to the Farm II, 2013, Charcoal on paper 24 x 36 in
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Dust Bowl in our Hand, 2013, Charcoal on paper, 60 x 72 in
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Earthwork of Hadasti, 2013, Single channel stop-motion animation video projection, wooden houses and clay,
(installation view)
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REVERSED PERSPECTIVE:
3 CONJUNCTIONS
SANCHAYAN GHOSH
December 13, 2013 – February 8, 2014

Reversed Perspective: 3 Conjunctions, Shadow cast on silk screen (detail, installation view)
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