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Introduction: 
 
FICA’s collaboration with a group of students from the Institute of Music and Fine 
Arts, Srinagar, is a project that is timely in terms of its commitment to furthering art 
education practices and its exploration of contemporary practices in India, in this 
case, that of performance art. In late September 2014, the state of Kashmir, and in 
particular the city of Srinagar, was inundated by heavy floods that left thousands 
homeless and destroyed much of the city’s infrastructure. Among the buildings 
affected was the Institute of Music and Fine Arts, which shut its doors despite its 
prominence as a center for cultural education.  
 
In December, a group of students from the Institute arrived in Kochi at the Student’s 
Biennale to present a collective work borne out of the natural and man-made 
calamities they had experienced. Working with their professor, the curator 
Aryakrishnan Ramaskrishnan, and of course, with each other, the students followed 
their impromptu performance with a similar event in Delhi at the FICA Reading 
Room, and it was from these experiences that this extended collaboration, totaling 
approximately 1.5 months, had developed.  
 
From Kochi, the core group that participated in the workshops and performances 
includes Khursheed Ali, Bushra Mir, Saquib Bhat, Sumaira Majeed, Maria Fayaz, Sofi 
Suhail, Irfan Bhat and their facilitators Ehtisham Azhar and Mubashir Nyaz.  
 

 
Students with Professor Shawkat and curator Aryakrishnan Ramakrishnan at the Student Biennale in Kochi.  



 
Part I: KIPAF  
 
Background  
 
The Kolkata International Performance Art Festival (KIPAF) was initiated in 2012 
by Performers independent (Pi) and has been held annually in the city of Kolkata 
since then. The festival draws performers of various practices, from puppetry to 
dance to theatre, and from many international backgrounds, from Nepal to 
Switzerland, for a series of interactive workshops, interventions, and happenings 
within the cultural and political dynamics of urban Kolkata. Held from January 23 to 
26th, the festival aims to break down the barriers between the artist, the work, and 
the public. The thematic motivation for the 2015 edition of KIPAF was Contesting 
Spaces, a nod to how cultural, social, and economic politics of space and place affect 
the nature of performance. To this end, KIPAF was not location bound. Interventions 
developed out of the movements of approximately 30 different artists traveling 
throughout different locations within the city, either by walking, taking the metro, 
or riding on Kolkata’s famous tram system. Though several meeting points and 
performance locations were predetermined – among them the Academy of Fine 
Arts, College Square Area and the Theatre for Experiments in New Technologies 
(TENT) – much of the motivation for the festival was to examine how artists move 
together and separately across the terrain and how this movement might influence 
their work in terms of who, where, and how they engage with the environment. 
 
On the 26th of January, the students were able to showcase their talents and 
practices at TENT, the Theatre for Experiments in New Technologies. Stationed in 
various places across the two-storey home of a former art historian, each student 
brought a unique performance and perspective to the space, enlivening it with their 
bodies and encouraging interactions and interventions between visitors and fellow 
KIPAF artists alike. At the upper staircase leading into the entrance of the TENT 
space, Bushra Mir stood holding a worn, cloth bound book titled Painted Myths of 
Creation: Art and Life of an Indian Tribe. She asked all visitors to write their name on 
the cover, crossing out the previous name of the author above them, and then draw 
or sign something on the inside of the book. As visitors slowly filed in, each crossing 
out the name of the person who went before them, the Barthesian inspiration of 
dead authorship became more and more evident.  
 
In the hallway immediately upon ascending to the main exhibition space, Sumaira 
Majeed painstakingly copied Kandinsky’s text on form in black paint. As the 
performance continued, Sumaira would eventually black out and erase her words, 
effectively questioning the authority of canon and history. When considering that 
TENT was originally the home of a noted art historian, this gesture spoke to the 
influence that notable names still have on contemporary practice. Less than three 
feet from Sumaira in the first doorway, Sofi Suhail stood bare-chested in jeans, 
offering a permanent black marker with which attendees could write on his upper 
body. Many wrote their names, or messages of encouragement. Against the back 



wall of the large main room, photocopies of student ID cards and registration forms 
of Saquib Bhatt were plastered against a shapeless mass; as time wore on and 
interventions occurred, the mass was revealed to be Bhatt himself. His performance 
is an expression of frustration with the bureaucratic trappings of contemporary 
society that supersede the actual identity of individuals and reduce them to generic 
numbers.  
 
In the terrace room, Maria Fayaz stood placidly, dressed in all pink and covered the 
entirety of her body with inflated pink balloons, turning herself vulnerable object 
subject to the whims of the audience. Within moments of their arrival, various 
audience members and performers burst each of her balloons, reflecting the 
violence that women in particular – suggested by the pink balloons and her pink 
garments – are subject to in society. Maria’s willingness to objectify herself resulted 
in the audience moving her from her designated space in the terrace and directing 
her outside TENT on the street. However, the audience was not simply a violent, 
reductive one, and over time, they proceeded to give back to Maria as much as they 
had taken away, blowing up spare balloons and reattaching it to her body, or 
arranging the deflated pieces before Fayaz’s feet in the shape of a heart.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

           Maria Fayaz at TENT, as part of the Kolkata International Performance Art Festival 
 



 In the adjoining room, Irfan Bhat, dressed in long, traditional Kashmiri robe, waited 
silently to be freed: his arms were restrained and his clothes weighed down by 
heavy locks. The keys to these locks hung on a chain around his neck but his 
freedom was contingent upon the willingness of audience members to free him from 
his restraint. Khursheed Ali, dressed in similar clothing, read aloud poems by the 
Sufi poet Swach Karar, stammering his way through the text. The small pauses and 
breaks contrasting with his near-shouting voice and the power of his speech – on  
eedom and oppression – transfixed the audience despite the simultaneous 
performances going on all around him. 
 

Left to right: Saquib Bhat, 
Khursheed Ali, and Irfan Bhat 
Dorothea Rust with Khursheed Ali in Kolkata. 

 
 
TENT was an act of endurance: for six hours, the students did not eat or drink or 
break from their respective performances, instead adapting to the interventions 
made by audience members and other performers and adjusting their performances 
as needed. For instance, a fellow KIPAF performer tied a red ribbon around Irfan’s 
eyes and attached it to Khursheed’s ankle; at this point, the two became dependent 
on one another, and on the other performer. The performance at TENT allowed for 
performances to take a life of their own given the interactions with other 
participants and audience members. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part II: Santiniketan 
 
 After the conclusion of KIPAF, the students from Srinagar headed to Shantiniketan 
to participate in a workshop with students of Kala Bhavan, facilitated by Professor 
Sanchayan Ghosh. Professor Ghosh was trained in painting at Santiniketan but his 
work also explores site specific performances and interventions, and most recently, 
sound art. The Srinagar students, along with five students from Kala Bhavan from 
various batches, began by participating in several warm-up exercises and theatre 
games. The activities centered on finding personal space within a group and 
individually, and how to think about movement and sound within that development 
of personal space.  

 
   Students from Srinagar and Santiniketan participate in group exercises. 
 
Ghosh then led a tour of Santiniketan, describing the historical significance of each 
of the buildings, including the building decorated with KG Subramanyian’s iconic 
monochromatic mural. Here, a discussion arose between Ghosh and the students 
regarding tradition and site specificity. To what extent is historical preservation 
necessary, and how are interventions within historically significant site useful for 
commenting on institutional practice? Professor Ghosh and the students discussed 
the limits of performance art in the institutional context, and considered the role of 
Santiniketan as a historically progressive institution, and whether this applies to 
contemporary practice. Later that evening, Professor Ghosh gave a presentation on 
his past and current practice, highlighting some of the key issues and themes he 



dealt with while creating site-specific interventions. From projects in Bristol, 
Guwahati, and Kala Bhavan Professor Ghosh explained how each setting influenced 
the progress of the individual project. Specifically, he pointed out that in order to 
process and perform the type of interventions he has completed, he needed to fully 
integrate himself into the various communities, understand their histories and 
nuances, and then develop art after internalizing these ideas. Much of his work is at 
the intersection of history, anthropology, and community building and is directly 
relevant to the developing practice of the students. 
 

 
Prof. Sanchayan Ghosh leads a tour of the Santiniketan grounds. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part III: Shiv Nadar University 
 
The students were invited for a three-day series of workshops with the faculty and 
studetns of Shiv Nadar University, Noida. Their time at Shiv Nadar began with a 
workshop on movement by Professor Gitanjali Kolanad of the Department of Art 
Design and Performing Arts. Separating themselves into groups, the students were 
challenged to develop movements that placed certain restrictions on their body: 
only their hands on the floor, for instance, or a minimum of nine levels between 
three people. Using that exercise as a warm-up, the students then worked toward 
specific movements for their individual practice. For instance, to explore the limits 
of durational pieces, Sohail and Irfan rocked back and forth or sat down and stood 
up repeatedly, considering which body movements would be sustainable for a 
performance that could last hours. They and the other students discovered, after 
discussing with Gitanjali, that movements that have regularity differ in longevity 
from other irregular movements, and that they should incorporate both into their 
practice. Professor Kolanad also noted the importance of interacting with one 
another as a group, and establishing and identifying tension; in a lecture later that 
evening, she connected this idea with the relationship between dance and 
performance art.  

 
Professor Gitanjali Kolanad observes the students as they practice group movement. 
 
Following the lecture and subsequent discussion by Professor Kolanad, the students 
engaged in a lecture by John Xavier on the history of performance and installation 



art. Outlining the importance of the embodied viewer and the politics of immersive 
experience, John who teaches art history at the School, emphasised how the 
development of contemporary performance art was politically and socially 
contingent on historical factors both in the Western and non-Western traditions. A 
lively debate followed his lecture, ranging from issues of the historical relevance of 
happenings and the ethics of viewer/performer confrontation. 
 
On the second day at Shiv Nadar University, the students, along with mentors 
Tushar Joag and Vasudha Thozhur, explored welding as an artistic process as part of 
their performance. Using scrap materials, clay, charcoal, and paint, the students 
began working with welding materials to develop items for use in their final 
performance the next day. They examined the space in which they would be 
performing – a recently built shed -  and considered how their use of the materials 
could transform the space. At first, they thought to use the texts they had developed 
in Kochi: how could their past work be modified and transformed to reflect the new 
things they had learned. There was a degree of debate and discussion around what 
they would do next, but the students were able to at least begin the new welding 
process and start getting their hands dirty.   
 

 
Prof. Vasudha Thozhur talks to the students about the welding process. 
 
The third day, the day of the performance, integrated the lessons they had learned 
from Kochi to the workshop with Professor Kolanad on movement. Using clay, 



yellow and white paint, and the scrap metal objects that they had built, the students 
came together to perform an integrated performance that really embodied their 
group dynamism. Particularly novel in this performance was their lack of restraint: 
the male students shed their shirts, covered themselves entirely in paint, and moved 
freely both together and in pairs. Khursheed and Irfan applied paint to each others’ 
faces and hair and connected via the tension that Professor Kolanad had urged them 
to identify. While Sohail lay on the ground, Khursheed was leaning against the wall 
as Bushra, Sumaira, Maria and Saqib began covering the two with clay as they lay 
there motionless.  
Irfan also rubbed distemper on his body as the others continued to rub clay onto the 
walls, and the floor. Khursheed and Sohail almost became part of the wall and the 
floor against which they were supporting themselves.  
All of these actions were not synchronized but were not necessarily consciously 
planned; The mentor of the group, Ehtisham Azhar, also participated in bringing the 
performance to a finality by dripping yellow paint onto the performers’ bodies and 
the space, after which the group moved out of the space and concluded their 
performance. 
 

 
Saqib and Bushra apply clay to Sohail’s body during the performance at Shiv Nadar. 
 
This performance explored the idea of drawing as a performative process and how 
the body of the performer was activated within a space. With regard to their active 
drawing, using bold colors, clay and broad strokes, the group engaged in a process 



of writing and erasure: by making individual impressions that would be nullified by 
the actions of their fellow group performers, the collective considered the 
importance of authorship/artistic authority in a performance context. 
 
Following the performance, the students sat together with MA students from SNU 
and presented on their work and practice, and learned more about the individual 
MA students’ practice. This exercise was particularly relevant as both groups were 
able to ask each other questions’ about their respective practices and determine 
how they could integrate new concepts into their work. Some of the SNU students 
were curious of the collective nature of the group: did they consider themselves a 
group, and did they have a name? The Srinagar students responded by stating that 
they conceive their works individually, but debate their ideas together such that the 
overall process is collaborative and results in a group performance. Moving forward, 
the group sees themselves continuing to work together and as a collective even 
within their institution, and fielded several questions relating to how their 
institution and home environment in Srinagar figures (or does not figure) in their 
work. Seeing the work of several SNU students – who practice in mediums ranging 
from video to installation and digital imaging – offered a broader perspective of the 
influence of academic institution on individual practice. 
 

 
Discussion between students from Srinagar and SNU following the performance. 
 
 



 
Part IV: FICA Reading Room and NIV Art Centre 
 
After leaving Shiv Nadar University, the students came to the FICA Reading Room in 
Defence Colony to participate in a lecture with Swiss artist Miriam Spoolder. Miriam 
Spoolder works at the intersection of fashion, performance, and photography and 
her work considers the manifold way in which clothing and design influence the 
movement of the body, and how clothing can be integrated into movement and 
performance to speak further volumes on culture and society. Spoolder’s work 
showcases not only her Dutch heritage and present Swiss location, but also the 
intersections between her different cultural experiences and her interest in using 
fashion to highlight the potential of the body. The students were able to connect 
with the idea of heritage and cross-cultural experiences, and it was an exciting 
proposal to integrate such a unique vantage point into their learning experience.  
 

 
Swiss artist Miriam Spoolder discusses her practice with the students at FICA Reading Room. 
 
Next, the students began their stay at NIV Art Centre in Saket, where on February 7, 
they were part of a workshop with Professor Maya Rao. This workshop centered on 
a more free expression of body language and returned the discussion to the idea of 
tension: how to identify it, how to utilize it, and how to make it playful. Moving 
within a circle, the students jerked, kicked, and moved their bodies in non-
conventional ways to explore the limits of their bodies. Then, in several exercises, 



the students were challenged to make ‘sculptures’ out of their bodies: how would 
their movements change with the knowledge that they would have to hold certain 
positions for extended periods of time? Maya Rao encouraged the students to once 
again, think of their individual bodies in terms of a group dynamic, and asked the 
students to identify rhythm. How could identifying rhythm assist in their work as a 
group? The most important lesson that developed out of Maya Rao’s workshop was 
the insistence of “taking oneself by surprise,” or challenging oneself to question even 
the most progressive-seeming practices that one might have as a performer. 

 
Maya Rao conducts a movement workshop with the students at NIV Art Center. 
 
February 9th was an exciting evening at NIV, where the students prepared a 
presentation and talk to all of the people who had supported them since Kochi, 
including Professor Showkat Katju and Inder Salim, and those interested in the 
group’s journey. The prevailing thought of the discussion seemed to be: what now? 
How could the students interpret and incorporate all they had learned back to their 
home institution in Srinagar?  
 
Saqib Bhat began by introducing each of the many programs the students had 
participated in, beginning with Kochi and ending with their stay at NIV. He 
discussed how from the very beginning, the students had been interested in 
generating dialogues; that is, rather than being didactic or telling a story, the 
students were interested in facilitating a conversation via both objecthood and 



objectivity (such as the stories they had developed at Kochi using objects as a 
jumping off point) and via their own bodies as vehicles for transformation.  
 
Ehtisham and Mubashir discussed the difficulty of taking on the role of facilitators 
and observers, and how the students had changed from the beginning until now. 
The process of collaboration, they noted, had shifted: now the students were more 
inspired to take up themes and develop their own ideas such that the entire 
collective felt more open to new ideas, and new modes of transference.  
 

 
Ehtisham Azhar answers questions following the presentation at NIV. 
 
The energy of the group and their willingness to experiment and collaborate was in 
fact, so palpable that the collectively decided to extend their stay in Delhi and work 
on one last performance at the NIV Art Center. This performance was organised 
around the theme of surveillance. Each student was dispersed around the large NIV 
space, encompassing several floors from the basement to the third floor. Each room 
was equipped with a CCTV camera, and as viewers walked in, they could access an 
application that shared a view of each CCTV camera on their smartphone.  
 
In the basement, Irfan wrapped himself with fluorescent blue and green rope lights 
and writhed on a small stage. Upstairs, Bushra Mir laboriously applied makeup and 
wrapped and unwrapped her long hair across her face as a commentary on the 
performative nature of female makeup rituals. Next to her, clad in a long white firan, 



Khursheed asked viewers repeatedly and in varying tones, Do you want freedom? I 
want freedom!  On another floor, Saqib Bhatt wrapped a thick white rope around a 
chair and his own body, methodically and rhythmically, entirely mesmerized by 
process of being bound and unbound. Sumaira Majeed sat quietly in one corner in a 
long black burqa, sewing herself up until she was entirely obscured by the black 
cloth. Maria greeted visitors at the entrance to the compound, asking them to stand 
against a wall as she traced their outlines in pastel chalk. She then asked each 
person to write a word in their outline describing themselves, and as visitors 
trickled in, the result was a collection of intersecting human outlines and 
personalities. Across a narrow path from the actual NIV building, Sohail lay supine 
on the roof of an adjoining building while his image was projected, larger than life, 
onto the front of the NIV building. The performance integrated new media and 
technology with the existing practices and themes of the Kashmiri students, and 
showcased their desire to push the limits of their practice, this time with the aid of 
technology. 
 

 
Irfant and Sumaira Majeed at NIV Art Center for final performance night 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Part V: Concluding Thoughts 
 
At the presentation at NIV, a member of the audience posed an important question: 
What are the limits of the institution? Was this experience part of a “student” 
experience or an “artist” experience? These questions are indicative of the entire 
collaborative process between FICA and the Srinagar Institute of Music and Fine 
Arts and point to larger questions within the institutional and academic circles of 
the art world. If students at other schools are able to learn from young alumni who 
visit and share practical advice, how could the experience of these students be 
different? For one, these students were able to participate in performance festivals 
and exhibitions that many students do not get to even see during their time as 
students within an institution; for another, the students were able to get practical 
workshop experience from a variety of practitioners outside their immediate 
locality and academic circle. The diversity and breadth of their experience speaks to 
the ability of non-institutional, on-the-ground practice as a possibility for mitigating 
and challenging the limits of academic scholarship and teaching today. As a case 
study, this collaborative project speaks to the potential of workshop-led learning, 
and hands-on lessons to open new doors in art education.  
 
 


