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We abolish the stage and the auditorium and replace them by a single site, without 
partition or barrier of any kind, which we become the theatre of action. A direct 
communication will be re-established between the spectator, from the fact that the 
spectator, placed in middle of the action, is engulfed and physically affected by it. 
- Antonin Artaud, 1938  
 
Artistic expressions in a postmodern world, as Michael Camille suggests, has seen a 
ubiquitous engagement, on the part of the artist, with the realm of ‘felt experience’ rather 
than with external means of representation, simulating not an illusion of the real but 
affirming the whole realm of ‘sensation’. We live in a world that Richard Schechner 
describes as one of ‘multiple literacies’, where people are overwhelmed by bodily, aural 
as well as visual data. All of these, in a sense, are performative- actions, spectacles- that 
are relentlessly brought to the fore in our everyday negotiations and interactions.  
It is for these reasons perhaps, that there has been a move away from painting, sculpture 
and the image, towards installation, environment and performance. 
 
Performance art is art in which the actions of an individual or a group at a particular place 
and in a particular time constitute the work. It can happen anywhere, at any time, or for 
any length of time. It is opposed to painting or sculpture, for example, where an object 
constitutes the work. Performance art reaches the frontier of a situation where the body of 
the artists with its various gesticulations becomes material as well as the work of art. It is 
assumed that the artist’s body is the ideal way to negotiate with the inner dilemmas of the 
artist-subject.   
 
Marina Abramovic, a celebrated New York based performance artist who calls herself 
‘grandmother of performance art’ describes Performance Art as ‘a moment when the 
performer with his own idea steps in his own mental physical construction in front of the 
audience in a particular time. This is not theatre. In theatre, you repeat. In theatre, you 
play somebody else. Theatre is a black box. Performance is real. In theatre you can cut 
with a knife, there is blood, knife is not real, blood is not real. In performance, the blood 
and the knife and the body of a performer is real. It is very hard to make a strong, 
illuminating work of art. I am interested in the idea what I fear about. I am interested in 
the idea that would change something, that can make me learn something new. If you do 
things that you like or have the pleasure doing it, you never change and you are always in 
the same pattern. I have never seem things happen in the same way again and again. 
Performance is a kind of unique form of art and it is very temporary. In every society it is 
a different relationship with the performance. In the 70s it is body art and completely 
disappears in 80s because the market was all focusing on goods and something to sell and 
you could not sell performance and it was all into memory and everytime an economic 
crisis evolves performance is evident. I don’t expect anything from my audience bout 
from myself I expect it to be 100% and it is on them if they take it or note. I would like 
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the audience to be present because the work is done for the audience and without them 
there wouldn’t be any meaning.”1   
 
 
Research Methodology 
 
Research methodologies include qualitative and quantitative processes. Primary research 
is especially applied, so that an accumulation of first-hand sources contribute to the 
narrative, formulating the premise of the essay. These sources include interaction with 
artists, administrators, and art community; artist interviews; and other administered 
research tools such as notes on selected local and international conferences, panel 
discussions, exhibitions, workshops, seminars, and more. Critical to this analysis is my 
evaluation of some selected artists who perform for the audience and in some 
circumstances interacting with the camera for the purpose of documentation as well as 
getting integrated in form of photographs and videos.  
 
Secondary sources have provided further support; articles, books, journals, and other 
published statements have helped build content, synopsis, and justification for the project. 
The essay is written in a narrative style to engage the reader with its content. It includes 
excerpts from published articles and essays by the author. 
 
The study operates in a linear manner. At least two most representative works of each 
artist has been discussed and length, around which the discourse builds on. Considering 
the limited scope of the project, some works and artists working in this context have not 
been taken into consideration, though the report is largely representative of their practice. 
It would be pertinent to state at this point that all these performance artists work in a very 
diverse and subjective context where the particulars of one artist do not apply to the 
politics and aesthetics of another. They have rather become individual case studies for 
me, and the paper would draw from specific examples and works of these artists.  
 
 
Evolution in India 
 
Roselee Goldberg states in Performance Art: From Futurism to the Present: 
“Performance has been a way of appealing directly to a large public, as well as shocking 
audiences into reassessing their own notions of art and its relation to culture. Conversely, 
public interest in the medium, especially in the 1980s, stems from an apparent desire of 
that public to gain access to the art world, to be a spectator of its ritual and its distinct 
community, and to be surprised by the unexpected, always unorthodox presentations that 
the artists device. The work may be presented solo or with a group, with lighting, music 
or visuals made by the performance artist him or herself, or in collaboration, and 
performed in places ranging from an art gallery or museum to an ‘alternative space’, a 
theatre, café, bar or street corner. Unlike theatre, the performer is the artist, seldom a 
character like an actor, and the content rarely follows a traditional plot or narrative. The 
performance might be a series of intimate gestures or large-scale visual theatre, lasting 

1 Interview with Marina Abramovic from the series ‘The Artist is Present’ with MOMA 
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from a few minutes to many hours; it might be performed only once or repeated several 
times, with or without a prepared script, spontaneously improvised, or rehearsed over 
many months.”  
 
Practices accruing to body as site for production of meaning made its appearance in India 
as one-time installation performance, in Bombay, in 1986, through M.F. Hussain’s 
Swetambari. But Hussain did not follow up with this pioneering act. Although that 
installation performance was held in a public hall, Swetambari had nothing to do with 
any issue of public interest. After Hussain, one sculptor Ratnabali Kant who seriously 
took to installation performance, although dealing with political aspect of human 
condition, stayed a little distance away from pointedly dealing with issues of public 
interest. Ratnabali’s 1994 installation performance I Feel Life to be Green was a definite 
break. This anguished cry of the Adivasi-Vanabasi against vanishing tricks performed on 
forest wealth was perhaps the earliest installation performance on pressing public issue of 
willful destruction of beneficial environment. At this point we have to stop a little and 
ponder about the reasons of regarding the art of installation and installation performance 
as potent publicly accessible media, at this juncture of Indian art history. 
 
The fact that two decade back, increased involvement of Indian painters and sculptors 
(mostly below fifty) in various kinds of installation making and installation performance, 
including those in publicly accessible sites and on issues of public interest, are inspired 
by and derived from preceding Western examples and models, cannot be denied. In fact, 
some are improvisatory ‘remakes’ of known western works. That does not take-away the 
raison d’etre, or the reason for coming into being of performance for objectifying public 
concern, at this juncture.  
 
Until the destruction of Babri Masjid and the subsequent rioting in Bombay in 1992-3, 
Rummana Hussain's work primarily essayed social concerns through allegorical 
paintings. She responded to the Ayodhya tragedy with a change in medium, absorbing 
conceptual and installation art to renegotiate her identity in a newly contentious political 
climate. As she felt acutely victimized by that tragedy, Hussain's body became a 
governing structure in her work from this time, with the themes and lines of her work 
echoing her own female form. Fragments-Multiples, her first exhibition after this 
transition, incorporated photographic documentation and textual narration along with the 
physical performance by the artist herself. Even in her another performance Living on the 
Margins, visualized the internal experience of lower-middle class Indian women as part 
of the artist's ongoing engagement with feminist social concerns. The artist here walked 
barefoot as if in a trance on indigo, intermittently letting out an open-mouthed but silent 
scream. At the end of the performance she motioned the crowd to join her in washing the 
stained clothes she used.  

Akhshaya Tankha’s Report on Performance Art drafted for Khoj states that artists such as 
Surekha, Sonia Khurana, Pushpamala N. and Jasmeen Patheja have done a considerable 
amount of work that reflects an engagement with the notion of gender and identity. 
Works of others such as Manmeet, Shantanu Lodh and Sushil Kumar question, and 
provocatively so, the taboos and norms that govern society, that create rules for what the 
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body can and cannot do. These ‘stifling constructions’ affect the political domain as well 
as reflected in the performance works of artists such as Inder Salim and Anita Dube. All 
of these artists along with many others have displayed a considerable amount of grit and 
tenacity in resolving to continue with their often unrecognised and un-patronised art 
work, holding firmly to the belief in their creative practice. Government apathy, strangely 
enough, has at the same time, allowed the artists concerned, to remain autonomous, 
which is essential in order to register protest or articulate concerns that are personal, 
political and/or social. 
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Getting to the context 
 
Amongst set of such perplexed situation and parameters, it is pertinent to assess and 
analyze the process of creating, developing and presenting the works by the performance 
artists as well as underlining the reason these artists pursue practice with performative 
element in it as well as perform live. At this juncture, it is important to take note of the 
cross-fertilization of disciplines happening in the ‘performance based practices’ which 
makes it extremely difficult to give one proper definition. This grows from the very 
nature of the act and the related questions it gives rise to namely the ephemeral 
dimension attached to it, subjective ways of ‘the doing’ each artist makes avail of as well 
as the market function.  
 
At this point, a straight demarcation must be established between the two types of 
performance-based art practice circulating in the India. One is the live performance in 
front of the audience as defined above and the other done in front of the camera. Both the 
sub-genres entail their own distinctive aesthetics in process and presentation. In India, 
recording performance in front of the camera is more accepted and done practice. While 
artists like Sonia Khurana, Atul Bhalla, Surekha, Pushpamala N perform for the still and 
moving camera, Nikhil Chopra, Neha Choksi, Inder Salim, Monali Meher are names that 
are consistently associated with the live performances in India. It is clearly a matter of 
choice that a certain artist exerts to indulge with technology while deciding to perform in 
front of the camera, and not a live audience. In such a case, the site of performance is a 
studio or a specific site that construes meaning to the performative act. This essentially 
though wouldn’t mean the performance is intentionally meant for the public even if it 
unfolds at a public site as river site or a local neighborhood. In this case, the site is chosen 
to contextualize the act, witnessed by the camera and the one who is recording it while 
the artist constructs the narrative.  
 
Atul Bhalla (an artist based in New Delhi) did his Bachelor in Fine Arts from College of 
Art (B.F.A.) New Delhi and Masters in Fine Arts School of Art, (M.F.A.) from Northern 
Illinois University, U.S.A. Started as a painter, Atul used to paint frontal pieces after 
returning from America. In usual frame of events, Atul confronted the presence of 
‘water’ through a quotidian act of swimming, which opened him to a new realization of 
being in something that constitutes 70% of him already. He began to communicate this 
experience through paintings objects in water as well as the objects that are involved in 
the public distribution of it. Photographic works like Dhaula Kuan and Piaus Series 
depict these. The ‘performative’ element came in his works in 2005 when Khoj, an 
alternative art space based in New Delhi gave him a single person show and the work I 
was not waving but drowning II (16 stills) took form. The artist immersed himself in 
Yamuna river water in Wazirabad where the river enters the city area at Jagatpur village. 
The artist directed the whole act himself and got his friend to photograph it. This was a 
personal response of the artist to water and Yamuna, a subject he had been consistently 
working on since 1998. With each still the artist submerges into the water locating his 
presence in the river. The artist wanted himself to be this way, the intention was drawn 
clearly.  
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Mashk is a performative work conceptualized in walled city of Old Delhi where Atul was 
an artist-in-residence in ‘Dilli Dur Ast’, a Khoj Residency held in 2006 at the Hotel Al 
Noor in Chitli Qabar in the walled city. Here he became an apprentice to a halal butcher. 
The concept note of the project stated its intention, 
“... a city within a city reveals thousands of cities inside. The idea is to intervene or 
understand the space, the city we live in, more closely with expanded artistic equipments. 
In this process we might even rethink and question the possibilities of our common 
practices to produce a work of art. The intention is to interact among the people around in 
order to understand certain social norms and ways of life which contribute to 
contemporary culture to be alive ....“  
 
Mashk by Atul Bhalla is a documented performance which comprises a video, a series of 
photographs and two objects, the knife used in the performance and the mashk. A mashk 
is a traditional water carrier carried by a Bhishti (life-giver in Urdu, someone who offers 
free drinking water to travelers) made from the hide of a goat. The performance entails 
the slaughter of a goat by the artist in the halal manner instructed by a Qureshi butcher. 
The artist wanted to get a mashk made as living in the area for a month and occasional 
visits to Jama Masjid in vicinity exposed him to the religiosity of this ‘other’ community 
to which the artist did not belong. Free water served through Mashk is considered 
auspicious in the Muslim Community (similar to charnamrit in Hindu temple). The 
genesis of the act came by as the mashk would be artist’s own only if he slaughtered the 
goat. Atul intervened in the Qureshi community to convince them to teach him to do a 
halal. The Qureshis are a Muslim community of traditional butchers who live in Old 
Delhi. Thereby he bought a goat, fed him for two days, made work there and exhibited it 
there as well. The artist wanted to undergo this act, to see if he could did it or not. “I 
wanted it on camera whether I could do it or not. If I can’t do it, that would be the work 
too. I wanted to foreground myself, an artist putting himself into a situation.”  
 
The video that emerged out of the act contained several views within itself. The video 
lens records Bhalla’s concentration, his exertions and immediate reactions while 
undertaking the unrehearsed performance; it portrays the physicality of his experience. 
The colour prints sequentially show a few moments prior to, during and after the death of 
the animal. The photographs contain the transformation of being to non-being, life to and 
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we witness the animal’s vulnerability and the artist’s power. By allowing witnesses to his 
enactment of power, the artist transfers power to us, becomes vulnerable to our judging 
look and it in turn becomes our decision to either call artist forth or to ignore him into 
darkness. The knife and the mashk objects are dispassionate and allow for a state of 
cognitive understanding with the larger goals of the work. The variety of views allows 
the audience to inhabit different gazes while watching the work. 
 
Entailing his own body within the act constitutes the artist’s means to engage in the 
process of construing meaning to his art. In this case, performance is the starting point of 
the act, the videos, images as well as other objects being the staple in the discourse. Atul 
does not consider the audience while he creates the work, but one can’t conveniently call 
his act non-participative. The butcher part of the community, is as much part of the act as 
Atul, though through the selective exhibiting process of video his presence is eliminated.  
 

 
 
Bhalla’s performance was performed in front of public and looking at the documented 
pictures cannot be divorced from the performed act.  
 
From artists who perform in public and record their actions, to those who perform 
specifically for their cameras, the legacy of Performance Art has been richly mined and 
extended by contemporary artists. Atul Bhalla made the limitations and special nature of 
photography his central concern. Intending to raise questions about the limits of art 
production and self-perception, issues of framing, and the nature of time, artists have 
chosen to approach the enigma of photography by making it integral to the piece itself. 
 
The interdisplinary aspect of photography merging with performance along with other 
realms - installation, sculpture, drawing, travel, video and visual arts is witnessed quite 
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often. This indeed prompts to reassess ways of construing meaning both in the process of 
art production as well as interpretation. Modernist art criticism has attempted to fix the 
work with more stable aesthetic meaning, though with dynamic forces impinging in 
aesthetical functioning, the interpretation needs to be formalized more contingently.  
 
Nikhil Chopra (mainstream live performance artist based in Mumbai) seamlessly 
intervenes through discipline of drawing, theatre, photography, travel, video vis-à-vis 
performance in his work. Performing mainly for a live audience in gallery, art festivals, 
museums Nikhil has posited himself as the most dynamic as well as prolific live 
performer in India. Live performance is central to his practice and the script or score for 
the performances revolves around making a drawing. He works around adopting persona 
of these two imaginary characters - Sir Raja and Yog Raj Chitrakar, which are semi-
autobiographical to him.  
 
Nikhil’s practice as a performance artist started in 2002 in an apartment basement in Ohio 
where he was pursuing MFA from Ohio State University, USA. Nikhil did not intend to 
always be an artist. But underlying factors such as an inherent incline towards drawing as 
a vocation inspired by his grandfather, Yog Raj Chopra who was a landscape painter took 
this commerce graduate to the art school in Baroda. He pursued BFA from Faculty of 
Fine Arts, Baroda in 1999 as well as another BFA from Maryland Institute in States. 
In Ohio, the artist felt that he would not want to be tied to one form of expression and 
started making images through drawing, painting as well as the camera. Believing that art 
was freer and all inclusive, the artist with a bunch of others at Ohio spilled the idea of 
creating something that would not conform to institutional stipulations. 
 
The idea did not germinate in a moment. Chopra as he states was in the process of sifting 
through “a lot of photographs of early British imperial photography and Indian dignitaries 
dressed in regalia when I was studying for my master's at Ohio State University. I 
thought I could adorn myself and play this part. It began as a fun, nonacademic project. I 
decided to dress up as a fictitious persona and sit still as if I were posing for a 
photograph. That moment was a bit of an epiphany. I quickly realized that I was walking 
a line among painting, photography, theater, and sculpture. My thesis at Ohio State 
University then developed into a performance piece involving the character Sir Raja and 
an enormous tableau vivant–style setup of a dining table that resembled a Flemish still 
life.”2 
 
Another character that Nikhil created called Yog Raj Chitrakar was at the Khoj 
International Artist Residency in November 2007 in Kashmir. This character was 
conceived as a turn of the century (forgotten) Victorian draughtsman or landscape 
painter, who goes on expeditions as an explorer making chronicles of the world we live 
in. He uses drawing to document what he sees. The character as the artist states is loosely 
based on his grandfather, Yog Raj Chopra, a landscape painter whose later life was spent 
in Kashmir recording in paint the grandeur of the Valley.  
 

2 Art Forum, 500 words, 11 April 09, Issue April 2009. The column can be viewed at 
http://artforum.com/words/id=24110.  
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The paper would dwell on two of his performances, which includes both these characters 
in each one of them. The most significant part of Nikhil’s performance is the prolonged 
duration of days it extends to and in the process the politics of this embodied act the artist 
becomes aware of. The performances are multi-layered in not only the way they trail 
through varied mediums, but also the kind of documentation the artist attempts at.  
 

Sir Raja III comprised a live performance, titled, The Death of Sir Raja III, and a 
photography exhibition, titled, What will I do with all this land? This took place in 
November 2005 for a duration of 3 hours each day for 3 days 

On the Fourth Floor of Kitab Mahal, a British Neo-gothic building in the heart of 
Bombay’s Fort District, Nikhil performed The Death of Sir Raja III. For the duration of 
three hours, Nikhil placed himself as the character of Sir Raja III in a tableau; and in the 
series of photographs What will I do with all this land? mounted in the adjacent room to 
where the performance was talking place, showed Sir Raja III on his journey through the 
land gifted to him. Sir Raja III is the third in a series of works that explore the theatrics of 
posing, through tableaux created for live performance. The narrative around Sir Raja does 
not refer to any particular place or moment in history, and is woven from personal 
memory, old family photographs, an ancestral home, and endless stories of the family.  

Nikhil performed lying motionless. Adorned in silk and jewels, flanked by velvet drapes 
and rich oriental rugs, he interacted with no one. The scene was reminiscent of European 
painting and Sir Raja III lay still as if he were posing for a painting depicting his own 
death. Artists/Curators Joelle Jensen and Andrea Gorddon have written, “The exquisite 
scene is a live Vanitas painting, a reminder of the death present in every moment’s 
passing. In contrast to these classic treatises on morality, Chopra’s character sits without 
judgment, while challenging the viewer to confront past and present issues of 
colonialism, exoticism, and excess.”  

The theatricality of the act was further accelerated through a deliberated location Nikhil 
chose. His acts are mostly scripted though a lot of emphasis is laid on the moment. As a 
performer, whose practice emerges from the visual arts, every site offers a range of 
possibilities in terms of content material, backdrops, contexts and audiences. That these 
are variable and subjective in their essence, to time, place and history, lend to each 
performance an immediacy that cannot be accessed in rehearsed acts. In other words, the 
work is site-specific. City lights, architecture and landscape, the weather, the commotion 
and chaos of contemporary metropolitan life, evidence of mental and physical stress, 
articulations of cultural collective histories and memories, all come together in the gestalt 
that creates the performative space. 

The Fourth Floor in this case allowed Nikhil to bring into use the elements this elevation 
had to offer and create an installation space. The chandelier lit set sparkled in distant 
view and as viewers approached the performance details emerged. That there was no 
clear demarcation between the viewing space and the performance enabled the audience 
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to come within close distance from Sir Raja III. “I felt very vulnerable as a performer, 
knowing that the audience could in fact touch me”, says Nikhil.  

In one room while the artist performed, the set of eight photographs of Sir Raja on a 
horse wandering through Kashmir’s pristine landscape, alone and ponderous were 
mounted prompting questions of ‘the being and becoming’, of the distance and time 
traveled through the journey of life, of the self enacting the another. The artist wanted the 
viewer to travel in this time through a created partition of black curtains, the only marker 
between the performance and the photo-suites.  

The photographs are aesthetically shot in form of portraiture of the character Sir Raja by 
Munir Kabani, a professional photographer in the forest area of Kashmir. The locate of 
‘Kashmir’ where this character poses also takes back the artist down the memory lane. 
Being the home town to the artist, this character’s journey to this land is indeed the 
artist’s journey too. Sir Raja becomes artist’s alter ego, the artist puts in front of the 
viewer in a set of perplexed questions to which the answers must be carefully sought. 
Nikhil, in the guise of Sir Raja, while adopting a stereotype of the Indian prince during 
the colonial era, asks us to grasp the complexity of his photo-performance – of the self on 
display while enacting another. Though we are seduced by the tableaux the artist creates, 
gazing upon which we admire, love and worship his beauty and social position, we 
remain conscious of the farce. By desiring identification with the being that he has 
created, Nikhil exposes to the viewer the complexity with which we receive and revile 
icons. As a personal reaction, Nikhil says, “I hadn’t been back to Kashmir since 1989 
after having spent a significant part of my childhood here. Vivid memories of our home 
by the Liddar River, picnics with the family and running through its meadows as a boy, 
urged me to return”. The exhibition was lit to allow the windows to frame old Bombay 
and brought into the rooms the grandeur of Victoria Terminus and the Municipal 
Building. Having to exit from where one entered brought viewers back in contact with 
the performance.  

 

The view of performance The Death of Sir Raja III at Kitab Mahal 
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The view of performance The Death of Sir Raja III at Kitab Mahal 

 

Sir Raja lying in his death bed at Kitab Mahal 
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Sir Raja 

 

Installation view of the series of photographs What will I do of all this land? 
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What Will I do With All This Land? (Formal Portrait), 2005 - Silver gelatin print Edition 
of 5 + 2 AP 22 X 17 in 

  

What Will I do With All This Land? (Picnic), 2005 - Silver gelatin print Edition of 5 + 2 
AP 16.5 X 24 in 

His work draws on both personal and collective cultural history to examine, amongst 
other things, the questions of identity, the role of autobiography, and the politics of 
posing and self-portraiture. The artist is keen to put into observance the process of 
transformation as it is consciously and physically experienced, and this comes out 
through performance. 
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The character of Sir Raja gets transformed through each ascending act the performers. To 
him the presentation of different appearances and characters is not so much a matter of 
concern as is how one character builds as he undergoes transformation with each 
unfolding moment and enactment.  

While the character of Sir Raja is a privileged anglicized Indian prince, the quintessential 
‘other’ is explored through this modest Victorian draughtsman Yog Raj Chitrakar 
(Chitrakar translates as picture-maker in Hindi). “My character, Yog Raj Chitrakar, 
emerged as a means to critically examine and represent a particular kind of post-colonial 
Indian subjectivity represented in his narratives – hung over by the nostalgia for the 
British Raj yet reeling in the success of the Indian freedom struggle. My grandfather’s 
paintings adorned the walls of our family home and I grew up gazing at them for hours. 
They evoked a deep nostalgia for a place that became inaccessible to us after 1989, when 
the Kashmiri Separatist movement gained momentum. His paintings were like windows 
to a time when I spent the summers with my grandparents in their cottage by a stream 
flanked on all sides by pristine Himalyan Mountains.”3 

Dressed variously in Nineteenth Century Victorian top hats, tailcoats, crinoline dresses, 
skin-tight body suites and flapper dresses, the character of Yog Raj Chitrakar haunts the 
streets, busy market squares, train stations, parks as also the confines of buildings and art 
galleries. Sometimes a performance is in an enclosed gallery space which might spill over 
onto the streets if the character decides to exit and go for a walk as in case of Nikhil’s 
performance in the Khoj Live Festival in March 2008. There have also been times when 
performances have begun and ended in the street eg. Yog Raj Chitakar: Memory Drawing 
X that formularized as a 48 hour walk Yog Raj Chitrakar took from Bandra to Colaba in 
January 2010 organized by Gallery Chatterjee & Lal. In such a case the audiences follow 
him on journeys or meet him at pre-decided venue (that had been indicated on handed-out 
maps) only to watch him draw or rest. The audience is then part of the exercise of 
locating the performance in the city and in turn locating themselves. 

The Yog Raj Chitrakar: Memory Drawing series has traveled to the cities of Oslo, Tokyo, 
Yokohoma, Brussels, Venice, New York City, Chicago, London, Manchester, Mumbai, 
Delhi, and Srinagar, so far. In each case the drawing has taken on new functions and 
meanings. In Yog Raj Chitrakar Memory Drawing XI (February 2010), at the Museum of 
Contemorary Art in Chicago, Yog Raj was confined to the gallery indoors, he was seen 
drawing directly on the walls in broad swinging motions, made largely with the intention 
to record movement rather than to create the illusion of a landscape. He blackened the 
room and also his entire body with copious amounts of charcoal dust, which flew around 
and settled on everything. 

However, it is about Yog Raj Chitrakar: Memory Drawing X that I will discuss further to 
fathom the intricacies of the act, feasibility of doing so in a public site as well the ‘public’ 
who became part of it.  Yog Raj Chitrakar, walked from the Northern end of the island 
city of Mumbai to its southern tip and back; a journey 30 km and 48 hours long. The 
performance began in an open ground at 5 pm in Bandra, a trendy young suburb of 

3 One of several Artist Statements 

 14 

                                                 



Mumbai that prior to large gentrification projects since the 1970s and 80s, was a cluster 
of sleepy fishing villages. Nikhil’s studio is at this point of the city and Colaba, the 
affluent downtown where he walked to is where all the art galleries are located. In usual 
frame of activities, Nikhil takes a drive to and fro from these destinations. As a member 
of the privileged community who went to the States to study and practice, return to 
Mumbai where he stayed for a while in childhood, the metamorphosis these destinations 
have undergone during these years is of reckoning interest. Putting on this act was a 
journey taken by the Chitrakar as an explorer and in his guise, of the artist in lieu of 
confronting his city he lives and commutes in. The walk slowed down the travel and 
exposed the ‘other’ site of the city not only to these two characters but also to the 
audience who became part of this journey. 

The performance took place outside his studio and the artist firstly seeked permission 
from his neighbors to do so. Nikhil paid Rs.1000 to his neighbors and marked the 
beginning of the act as dressed only in his underwear and shaving his head and beard. It 
is to note here that this is the usual stream of action the artist employs when he opens up 
with the performance. Shaving off the head and beard, signifies a role transversal from 
the identity who came to the ground of performance, to the one who he becomes. 
Chitrakar then went on to wear a crisp blue shirt and khakis – a costume to loosely 
suggest a turn of the century colonial adventurer. With a backpack full of food and water 
to sustain for two days, bedding, charcoal and a large piece of canvas, to make panoramic 
drawings of the city. Yog Raj set out to enter the island part of the city (Mahim). On this 
commute, which took the form of a walk, the city seemed to have slowed down. The 
Chitrakar is able to experience viscerally every sight, scent and sound of this densely 
populated, culturally and economically diverse city.  

Wearing white, brand new, hand stitched khadhi clothes (the artist insists on doing so, in 
effort to collect anew what the city has to offer), Chitrakar walks through the dirty, 
grimy, dusty city. Shoes were new, jacket was white and sparkling. His first break is at 
the Shivaji Park where he sits down. The city is sparse of a wide open space and Yog Raj 
Chitrakar takes note of that. He takes very long pauses. These intentional pauses play a 
role in Nikhil Chopra’s performances. Through these pauses and gaps, the performance 
becomes spontaneous and provides more meaning; context which is usually ignored. Yog 
Raj Chitrakar here, through the pause takes note of how little of time, do its inhabitant 
enjoy the city! Then he walks past the most important temple – Sidhivinayak Temple in 
Mumbai. The way the people negotiate this city informed this performance as well as 
though the people offer pilgrimage to this place every Monday and walk for hours bare 
feet to reach here, the character chooses not to stop here.  

By this time Yog Raj Chitrakar was exhausted. The new pair of shoes had resulted in 
blisters in his feet and by this time his body was aching. The artist was not really 
prepared for this as there was no rehearsal or practice that took place, nor had the artist 
exercised enough. This was a crisis the artist faced as he realized that he was not within 
the safe confines of the gallery or museum. The idea began with idea that Yog Raj would 
spend the night at the railway station, which in India is common site to seek refuge and as 
a traveler, Yog Raj would inhabit this place for the night and dissolve amongst the crowd. 
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But another crisis struck the artist where after the trains in midnight had gone, the police 
told Yog Raj to vacate as well as it was illegal to stay at the station. The artist was alone 
at this point, as the audience was walking with him simultaneously, people had driven 
their cars too. Yog Raj was exhausted by this time and somebody from audience offered 
him lemonade which he accepted. Amongst the bunch of people at the station, there was 
art viewing audience with the non-art viewing audience. So it became apparent that there 
was a desire amongst the audience to see me through the performance. To the artist, it 
was of interest to see how the art viewing audience interacts with the non-art viewing 
audience eg. The police who was not even aware of something like this happening. The 
police told the person shooting to shut off the camera. The audience along with the 
performer was sharing this crisis. Another very significant interaction took place when 
somebody from the audience came discretely to Yog Raj and informed him of the 
possibility of staying at the waiting room at the station. The character oblivious from the 
world, then nodded firmly and said ‘yes’. This desire in the audience to keep the illusion 
alive, to see the story through is a very important part of the narrative, which creates it 
too. So Yog Raj spent his nights in the waiting rooms of Mumbai Central Train Station 
and Victoria Terminus Train Station.  

In the dawn as pre-decided, Yog Raj walks to the vantage point in the city, the Hanging 
Gardens overlooking Chowpatty Beach and Marine Drive, a location that is popular with 
tourists and local resident joggers to sketch the picture of what he sees from here. Yog 
Raja being a romantic wants to take people where they can see a grand vista. Yog Raj 
sees the panaroma through a haze from here. The second drawing was of the Oval 
Maidan in Colaba, one of the few open public spaces in Mumbai. Now functioning as a 
cricket ground and a dog park, the Maidan also served as a place for public protests and 
demonstrations during the Freedom Struggle in the 1930s and 40s. This park is crowned 
majestically by Colonial architecture from the 19th and early 20th century. He also goes to 
other places of recreation, Chowpatty, Marine Drive, Gateway of India.  

Each performance unfolds in long-durational ‘happenings’ done over the course of one-
day or several, in slow, deliberated, ritualized movements. Everyday actions like 
washing, eating, shaving, sleeping, and dressing, form the script of the performances 
whose central and only character, is often seen creating a large drawing on canvas of 
urban vistas in his immediate environment.  Each action or pause is pregnant with 
anticipation that a transformation will take place, when for instance the bearded character 
picks up a razor to shave off only part of his beard to sport a  ‘lamb-chops’ moustache, or 
to tonsure his head, as the case may be, or when a charcoal covered Yog Raj sits by his 
bucket to wash. The act of shaving the head as a ritual is often associated with the death 
of immediate family. It is a symbolic, spiritual, act of catharsis that suggests the shedding 
of the ego. As a gesture it talks of death and birth simultaneously. In aesthetically 
bringing together the rituals of the everyday, with those of the spiritual, the artist attempts 
to point at our contemporary culture of excess as also to the labour with which we as a 
human race continue to survive the crisis of our own making. 

The challenge for an audience is to sustain the long duration of the work: its slow 
gestures and unfolding narrative, as they watch the performer, or gaze at him through a 
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camera lens, maintain safe non-intrusive distance so as to not disturb performer’s 
‘private’ dinner, lounge, wash or sleep time. The performer also watches them back, 
negotiating his space around them and vice versa. In a performance Nikhil voluntarily 
resign himself to the solitary world that his character inhabits, even as he is continuously 
being watched and gazed at. Live art performance allows him to experience his 
immediate world viscerally, in the here-and-now, and engage his muscles and mind in 
alternative ways. 

 “My performances may be seen as a form of storytelling that intermingles familial 
histories, personal narrative and everyday life. The process of performing is a means to 
access, excavate, extract and present them. Autobiography is one place I know where to 
begin from. All urgencies, desires, knowledge, emotions, expressions, stem from that 
place that I am rooted in. My sense of identity is deeply connected to my sense of 
location in time and space.”4 

At various points, there seems to be lines of similarity between his performance as well 
as modern theatre as far as the use of props is concerned, the intended audience as well as 
Nikhil doing an embodied act. However, the difference becomes apparent with the artist 
‘vow of silence’ where he refuses to speak during the act creating a need on the part of 
the viewer to activate his/her own creative sensibility to build up narratives around the 
ongoing tableaux. This rather makes it come closer to reading a painting or sculpture 
where the viewer would fathom meaning and pleasure for himself. The artist is not an 
actor to the common knowledge and the viewer also is least concerned with his acting 
skills, but with the character he has become and the function within a given space. This 
critique of the ‘composition’ of the performance is a revelatory experience. 
     
The tableau vivant in his performances are extremely elaborate, the production and 
installation of which also constitutes a meticulous task. Though Nikhil performs in solo, 
the background team working for him puts a collaborative effort. The costumes, and the 
selection and installation of props provide clues to the world conjured up by the character 
and everything is worked to sustain this order. Several talented people work continuously 
with the artist, which includes costume designers, photographers, set designers etc. The 
character though a concept of the artist, is developed with creative inputs from the 
production team.   

The props comprise of objects set-up to resemble still-life painting sets, and are mainly 
used as action-props.  Sourced from old markets, antique shops and flea markets the 
objects bring with them their own histories as they stand the test of time. They could 
consist of a chair at a dining table laden with food, bedding, costumes wrapped in neatly 
made packages, buckets of water, basin, soap, shaving kit, towels, baskets of charcoal 
and yards of unbleached cotton fabric amongst other things.  

In case of Nikhil, documentation takes place in various ways. While he performs in 
Museums and Art Festivals like Yog Raj Chitrakar: Memory Drawing IX at New 
Museum, New York and Production Site: The Artist’s Studio Inside-Out at Museum of 

4 One of several Artist Statements 
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Contemporary Art, Chicago in 2010 or International Performance Art Residency , Khoj 
in 2007, the videos and images act as documentation material resting as property of the 
museum and the artist. However, in case of performing and exhibiting in the gallery like 
Chatterjee & Lal, Mumbai (Nikhil Chopra is mainly represented by this gallery), Chopra 
documents the performance through aesthetically shot photographs which become 
commodified in form of Digital Prints with 5 or 6 editions (in case of What will I do with 
all this land? Set of 8 photographs) as well as Yog Raj Chitrakar: Memory Drawing II 
(set of 10 photographs with 6 editions) held at Chatterjee & Lal in 2007. But it would be 
naïve considering that these photographs would be treated like any other photographs, 
realizing that they have a specific context within which they were created and should be 
read within it.   
 
Documentation as well as transposing the performance as an art object at later stages in 
form of photographs or videos varies according to the artist’s intent and there isn’t an 
order one is lead to follow. Indeed for Nikhil, the process of creating and presenting as 
well as documenting performances, is changing and evolving over time as his practice. as 
a matter of personal choice, photography appears to be more interesting to him than 
videos much like drawing, with which artist’s relation is more resolved than sculptures. 
The artist feels that, “The two-dimensional plane of photography makes it easy and 
understand the three-dimensional element like the way light is working in the 
performance. A singular image talks about the moment and provides to look back at the 
performance from both outside as well as inside the image. Video works in a linear way 
where looking into this frame would become very boring and equally painful to watch 
long videos over a cup of tea.”5 Another way of propagating experience in Nikhil’s case 
is the residue, remnant of the performance which inhabits the area after the performer 
leaves completing the performance. The charcoal drawings on the wall had at one point 
made contact with the performer or a half eaten banana. In most of the museums as well 
as the galleries, these post-performance props posit as the site of exhibit for a long 
duration, constituting works of art in that frame. A very significant example is the recent 
display of Chatterjee & Lal at Art Basel 2010. Nikhil Chopra did not perform during the 
festival, rather the material of exhibition was his drawing, costumes, memorabilia as well 
as photograph which were part of one of Nikhil’s performed Mumbai Walk in March 
2010 at his solo at Bhaudhajee Lal Museum.  
 
Artist performing only for live audience 
 
While there are some artists for whom body becomes a central trope in the work which at 
a later juncture interacts with the camera to emanate a wider discourse, there are few who 
perform only for a live audience, creating discourse through memory that stays in the 
artist as well as viewers mind.  
 
Monali Meher (Born in India, now lives in Amsterdam, Netherland) did B.F.A. in 
Painting in 1990 from Sir J.J. School of Arts, Mumbai. She received ‘Unesco -Aschberg’ 
Residency, Vienna in 1998 and felt an immense necessity to work with body and 
emotions, and made her first performance, Reflect, A personal window display at Jehangir 

5 Interview with the artist 
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Art gallery, Mumbai with the statement “Nothing is permanent and it’s a nature’s law”. 
Performance has been mainstream practice for her for a long time since 1998 and still is. 
Before this she worked with objects, installations, drawings using various non-
conventional materials. In 2000, Monali was selected for ‘Rijksakademie voor beeldende 
kunsten’ (Amsterdam) Residency Program with her performance work. And since then it 
became central to her work. Since then she has got lot of exposure and invitation only to 
make performances. In 2006, she performed at Tate modern, London, Dadao 
international performance festival, Beijing, ‘Sinop Biennale’, Turkey, ‘Nederlands Een’ 
exhibition, Museum Gouda. In 2007, she performed at ‘National Review on Live Art’, 
Glasgow, where she was invited for the panel discussion, ‘Performance Art and Other 
Histories’.  

Monali’s work takes shape from the immediate surrounding that she works in, and it 
reflects the cultural, social elements of that environment. It is time based and often shows 
the process very clearly. Since last ten years, Monali has been working with 
performances, using her own body and voice in the space and with video, photographs 
and installations. Her performances are atmospheric and they usually use props. They are 
sometimes ritualistic and show the cyclical circles of destruction and renewal as well as 
formal and conceptual ideas and the framework of personal references that inform the 
fragile divide between her life and art. According to the place and the situation, the 
choices of the materials used in performances differ; it also depends on the availability of 
it. It shows the hybridization of various elements or materials from both, European 
environment and Indian Background. 

Old Fashioned, is a performance extending over various time durations depending on the 
location. Old Fashioned is a performance that Monali has undertaken at various forums - 
Kunstrai (Artkitchen), Amsterdam, Het Raadhuis, Aalsmeer, 1 hour in 2003; MIP, CEIA 
(RAIN Project) Belo Horizonte, Brazil, 4 hrs in 2003; Dadao International Performance 
Festival, Funded by Dutch embassy Beijing, China, 5 hrs in 2006 and ‘The Other Indian 
Story’ group show, Jehangir Nicholson Gallery, NCPA, Mumbai, 1 hour in 2009.  
 

The artist starts by creating a landscape of potatoes which ranges from many kilos. The 
artist first writes these words on the potatoes: ANGER, HATE, CRIME, VIOLENCE, 
RACISM, WAR strongly suggesting the need for these words to be PEELED OFF, 
CLEANED, WASHED, BOILED, CUT, COOKED, thereby articulating these terms as 
being ‘Old Fashioned’ and in need for replacement. Monali starts peeling these potatoes 
one by one joined in by the people from the audience. The peeled off skin of the potatoes 
settles on the ground. The metaphorical task implies a number of activities undertaken by 
both the artist as well as the audience. The artist communicates with the audience through 
gestures demonstrating the way this has to be done. After the potatoes are peeled off, the 
artist boils them in a large pan, cooks it for them to eat. The process requires a lot of time 
as the place undergoes a transformation from the beginning of the activity to the end of it. 
In the end of the performance the peeled skin with the words written in 9 different 
languages remain. These assemblages and installations are temporary structures in the 
time and space created by performative act. The whole process becomes a work rather 
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than final product. To capture these moments in photos, videos, in text or a sort of 
documentation is a big part of Monali’s work. The artist has undertaken this performance 
or has re-performed it 4 times at different places ranging from a gallery space to art 
festivals. 

ANGER, HATE, CRIME, VIOLENCE, RACISM, WAR! 
Crimen - racismo - violencia - guerra - furia -odio. 
Crime - racisme - violence - guerre - fureur - haine. 
Crimine - razzismo - violenza - guerra - rabbia -odio. 
Verbrechen - racismus - gewald - krieg - wut -hass. 
Krimen - rasismo - violensha - guera - rabia - odio 
Crime - racismo - violência - guerra - raiva - ódio  
Jatun - sinchi - macanacuna - piñai - chicni 
Uhalifu wa sheria - nguvu - vita - hasira - chuki. 
 
Through the performance the artist tends to suggest the metaphoric action a substance 
imbued with meaning undergoes. There is an urgent need to re-shape belongings and 
change the nature of substance, create a dialogue of matter and memory, giving shape to 
memory and evoking the past by enactment/ performance. The artist is keen in 
transforming the identity of the materials. How two different materials react to each 
other, what sort of shape they create, what kind of smell they produce and what 
impression they make on the viewer! This aspect is strongly used as a metamorphosis to 
her own identity working as a Diaspora artist. Potato has been used by the artist as a 
universal signifier being a staple food in many different countries being cooked in many 
different ways. The politics of war and generated propaganda persistent in all corners of 
the world today is inscribed and understood in different ways akin to the way a staple 
food is ingested.  

In one of her other performances In Determination, Monali acts out an analogical 
cleansing act to clean agents of terror and violence. Aroused by concern for humanity, the 
catalyst for the act was set by a local incident carrying forward meaning of similar decree 
in the global context. In Determination was held in Art Dubai (March 2009), Gallery 
Maskara, Mumbai (October 2009) and recently at NRLA (National Review on Live Art, 
Glasgow). Even though the performer re-performed thrice, each time was different due to 
the space, installation, people, and other aspects.  

Monali responded to the political urgency in her native city, Mumbai and undertook this 
action of determination to metaphorically cleanse her hometown of the terror and 
violence that the ushered in November 2008. The action of determination is an action of 
cleaning, action of Peace. In this action of cleaning violence, the artist undertakes to 
clean the bloodstains in strong determination. 

For the performance, she installed buckets full of blood (red color water) hanging from 
the ceiling in the space. These buckets had tiny holes through which the blood drops kept 
dripping constantly. As the flow of blood started creating stains on the white canvas cloth 
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that was kept on the floor, the artist began to clean them. In a meditative state, Monali 
keeps on mopping these whole heartedly in the determination and in the search of peace. 

The element of ‘time’ becomes very significant here as the installation of the buckets as 
well as mechanism of dripping of blood drops were based on scientific and mathematical 
aspects, which required to adjust/set the time. The artist performed In Determination for 
the first time in Art Dubai, where the blood dropped for entire three hours as set by the 
artist. She had experimented with the time a particular quantity of bloodwater of a 
specific consistency would take to drip. The activity of blood flow becomes important as 
the artist times her body accordingly and the sound of dripping gave her a sense of time, 
like a sand clock. A lot of Monali’s performances have been of 3 hours and it is of interst 
how a performing artist sets a particular time he/she wants his body to undergo an act. 
For Monali, who has also done longer durational performances than 3 hours, for In 
Determination it was the experience of specific time span, which was intuitively suitable 
for her feeling as well as technically appropriate for the ongoing process of the 
installation.  
She states, “There is a 3-hour clock inside me that influences my body and its limits. It is 
the awareness that I have gathered after many years of experiencing various time spans.”6  
 
In a non repeating loop, the artist body moves on the floor for three hours, wherein she 
drags her body. The body is engaged in various acts or non-acts such as there are times 
Monali is sitting still in the puddle of blood water, looking helpless at the viewers, on the 
floor deliberately as well as unconsciously. While the artist thought looking aimlessly 
aggravated the effect of grief and helplessness the bloodshed has brought, the action 
became deliberate too. At these pauses, the performance becomes spontaneous, thought 
provoking as well as challenging too.  
 
The enterprise of performances creates a purview where the body undergoes active as 
well as passive activity fro hours together. The artists who perform prolifically like 
Nikhil Chopra and Monali Meher attune their body to such a discipline, where even when 
the body feels exhausted due to uninterrupted activity, the energy gained from the 
atmosphere as well as the audience, keeps them going on. According to Monali, “There is 
there is no fear because the time passes. I never felt like quitting, but yes sometimes there 
were some tough moments. But then I did not want to give up. Those hard moments 
reflected certain emotions, tensions, energy in the act.”  
The mind during these gaps and pauses creates new ideas, which the artist explores and 
tries. For Monali most of the time there is a sketch in her mind of the performance, which 
she draws and writes, lives with the till the day and time of the performance. “I imagine 
my movements in the space (the space I get to see sometimes only in the photos which 
are sent in advance)”.   
  
In Determination was performed in a gallery space as well as in an art festival where the 
artist was situated amongst inter-connected yet differentiated audience. While the three 
places were art related spaces: Art fair in Dubai, Maskara gallery in Mumbai and NRLA 
performance festival in Glasgow, the audience was mostly art related or knew about 

6 Interview with the artist 

 21 

                                                 



performance art. In Dubai due to the commercial art fair, the artist was exposed to 
general public as well who probably did not expect ‘Live Art’ activities and were 
stunned, surprised and sometimes shy or inquisitive. Audience was free to go in and out 
or stay as long as they wanted to be there. They could choose to sit or stand wherever 
they wanted. 
 
For the artist, cleaning the ongoing bloodshed peacefully was about cleaning the violence 
not by aggression or fight but in silence by being determined to move on but by acquiring 
peaceful attire in an ongoing cleaning action. This was her reaction to the war/ violence 
worldwide though it was driven by the incident in Mumbai. The artist attempted to forge 
her attitude towards peace, put across the public by remembering the attack, which killed 
so many innocent lives; it was that sadness, grief of being helpless.  
In all three locations people stayed for long with the artist, they looked totally captivated 
and motionless. In Mumbai it was a touching experience for the artist to see the audience, 
sit still on the floor or standing by the walls in the meditative state. After the performance 
some of them told Monali that they were so intrigued that they felt like joining the 
cleaning action. In Glasgow, some people felt very emotional and cried. While in Dubai, 
people were very curious if it was real blood the artist had used as well as were fascinated 
by the installation of flowing blood from the buckets.  
 
As a matter of fact the artist had imagined that people would want to join the action as 
they did in some of her previous performances (Old Fashioned) but this for the artist was 
a relatively complicated act, and the participation remained confined to post-performance 
gestures as well as reactions such as crying and getting extremely engaged remaining 
within their own boundaries.  
 
In Monali’s case the performance gets recorded as videos and photographs for 
documentation purpose. They do not get transferred or treated in any way for commercial 
use. Monali does show her drawings, sketches, collages, drawings, photos based on 
performances but of some not all. She rather recycles those ideas and make something 
new.  Performance for her is a survival, to feel more alive, to go beyond. She states, “I 
am not against transforming the performance into something else. In fact I think once the 
action is done, the work exist on many different levels, it has another life. And this is the 
task for artist to choose another form and give justice to the original act. I find it 
challenging to transform performance.”7 
 
Performance art has become a mainstream art for Monali and in the last four-five years, 
years Monali has been able to show all different bodies of work which she finds 
important as some of the objects/ installation have arrived from a performance or vice 
versa. There is a thread that goes through her works.   
 
Delving into the marginal genre of performance art are varied and range from those that 
displayed a preference for the medium to begin with to those for whom performance art 
turned out to be the only economically viable option. Others’ turn to the art practice was 
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conditioned by a sense of disillusionment and discouragement they had faced from 
galleries and patrons.  
 
The process of their work generates itself in a collaborative mode. By this I mean that 
alternate art spaces like Khoj(Delhi), Sarai (Delhi), 1.Shanthi Road (Bengaluru), Periferry 
(Guwahati), Sandharbh  (Rajasthan) have helped artist such as Atul and Inder 
respectively to mediate their practice in terms of organization and funding as well as 
providing an exhibiting opportunity.  
 
Inder Salim (live performer based in New Delhi) - Lack of an exhibiting opportunity as 
a painter provided an impetus to Inder Salim in 1992 to move out of the conventional 
construct to seek out expression through new art forms. Meeting Sushil Kumar, his 
mentor helped through like-minded interaction. Kumar was also producing performances 
at this juncture. In 1996, 1997 Inder held a show ‘Hum tum ek gallery mein band ho’ 
now a closed space at Connaught Place, Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA). Inder 
Salim donned the identity of waiter as he served food to people who came in the 
inauguration. At this point, ‘food’ became a binding factor of the artist artistic practice. A 
kashmiri by origin, Inder implies considerate focus on the power of food, using it as a 
metaphor to bridge relations. Salt of Friendship is another performative act where yellow 
cooked rice was distributed to around 300-400 people as act of warmth. This was part of 
SAMHAT’s annual celebration at Mandi House and probably his first public 
intervention. He views it from many angles – political, personal as well as social. 
Belonging to the land of persistent turmoil, Kashmir, the artist enacted this as a gesture of 
reunion with his two friends whom he invites to be part of the performance. Noor 
Mohammed, one of his friends magnified their school photograph which amplified and 
set up their past and friendship in background. Salt is the mark of celebration in Kashmir 
and hence the terming of the performance. The audience in this case was the general 
public including the SAMHAT audience. Alternate practice in a public site in this case 
occupies interest of an undifferentiated public as food is a unifying factor, that goes 
beyond any discretion of caste, creed, religion. This works enjoyed some kind of 
universalized capacity to communicate across cultural and institutionalized boundaries. 
 
Another performance was part of KHOJ residency called Shit of the Other. It was a 20 
minute performance by Inder Salim that intervened outside as well inside the KHOJ 
space in November 2005. The performance was an attempt to exist in the realm of the 
'other', an encounter to re-examine the self that generates a dialogue. With Shit of the 
Other, Indersalim constantly strives to question preconceived aesthetic value judgments 
and notions of art by including the realm of the socio-political into his art work.  
He simply carried some shit in his right hand (left behind by children of the homeless or 
labourers of the city) from Press Enclave Road to the Khoj Studio. He did it with a candle 
in his left hand, and dropped it into a jar that was later filled with Formalin solution (a 
means of preserving it). That became the object for exhibition, instantly. 
 
The concern, treatment and issues mediating a performance artist’s existence through his 
works reflects points of common, binding idiosyncrasies. The purview/journey of 
bringing the ‘other’ from outside to inside culminated in Mochi ki Dukan as well. This 
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was held inside the white cube space at Palette Art Gallery, New Delhi at 9.30 p.m. on 
28th of March 2008. An auction conducted by Inder at this space featured photographs 
depicting life shots of a cobbler’s life – Suraj. Performance being a process activates 
meaning at various junctures. It started with Inder meeting this family at a slum near his 
residence, interacting with them and strategizing ways to aid their existence and help 
them build a house. The question of ‘how’ developed in form of a series of photographs 
rendered on archival sheets, quality worth the buy by the artist. The evening at Palette 
started with the bidding of the photographs in a dramatic way witnessing the presence of 
Suraj and his wife within this alienated space. The audience saw Suraj and his wife 
Kamlesh (who runs a small kitchen Kamlesh ki Rasoi) seated on a golden chair in front of 
the audience who in this case consisted of art collectors and art conditioned audience. 
Such an interaction has dual digressions. The elite audience were able to conveniently 
become part of the auction which was publicized through posters and internet circulation.  
Rahul Bhattacharya, art critic posted an alternate view of ‘doing’ the performance at 
Inder Salim’s blog (http://indersalim.livejournal.com) where he suggests, “Hi Inder, this 
is to formally share my extreme discomfort in the manner Mochi-ki-Dukan, Art Auction 
in support of Suraj & his family was conceived and executed… Among many at Palette 
that day I saw extreme discomfort on the faces of Suraj and his wife as they were glared 
at and introduced in an alien set up. This is some thing you have refused to recognize, 
and I don’t blame you because you never ever bother to look at them. Your project would 
have been stronger if either you had the artistic capacity to take us to their house, serve 
chai, samosa and get us to spend. It might be even stronger if you had done a 
photography workshop with the family, and sold their prints to raise money form them. 
But such long involved process is not the nature of your work….”8 

After every print was taken out of a box and shown to the audience who started with the 
bid, Inder trumpeted the band proclaiming the sale of the print. 26 prints were sold during 
the auction and the owners of the Palette Gallery bough a print at price of Rs.17,600/-. 
Sale of 26 prints has according to the artist helped in construction of a small house for 
Suraj and his family in the vicinity.  

Inder Salim performs in public often where he reads texts, indulges in some activities. 
Another major intervention that Inder has been recently involved with that solicits 
production of a precedent in the performance art practice is ‘Art Karavan’. Art Karavan is 
a performance art festival started by Inder Salim from Santiniketan, West Bengal on 12th 
of Feb 2010 that culminated in Delhi on 12th of April 2010. The Art Karavan started 
moving from Shantiniketan in early February then through to Kolkata, onto Ranchi in the 
politically charged state of Jharkand, then to Patna, the capital of Bihar, off to Lucknow, 
the mountainous oasis of Shimla, and finally to Jammu and Srinagar before returning to a 
finale in New Delhi.  
Featuring a blend of participants from folk and contemporary, poets and musicians, visual 
artists and people from fields who are conventionally not recognized as artists so far 
participated in the travel event that moved to 12 cities in this time frame. Karavan was 
envisioned as a kind of drifting liminal space that would venture beyond the more heavily 
frequented urban centres, facilitating culturally-charged encounters whereby artistic ideas 

8 Cross posted from http://indersalim.livejournal.com/49539.html?view=8323#t8323 
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could be tested and attitudes questioned. Hoping to generate not simply new ways of 
seeing, but also new ways of being, Karavan’s open call for participation asserted: Our 
place is the world, not just the art world. Camping for one week at each destination with a 
night’s stay at a small hamlet facilitated spontaneous interaction with the rural masses. 
The participants ranging from across the globe engaged themselves with local artistic 
talents and created spaces for collaborative activities. Aesthetic praxis in this premise 
involved ethnic and gender blending, cultural intermarriages and constants.   

Through such a gesture, an effective precedent has been set by this artist who addresses 
and identifies himself as a performance artist. Started on an individual scale, through 
determination it has taken an institutional shape. ‘Peripherals’ is an organization set-up 
by Salim in Delhi under whose rubric he sets up these activities. The Karavan began as 
an idea presented on Inder’s blog. From there it circulated around the net via email, a 
range of online media sources, and simply by word of mouth and from person to person. 
With little funding, the Karavan was kept in motion by the in-kind support of a range of 
local venues, institutions and individuals along the way. The event was not really curated 
or filtered in the conventional sense of the term, but rather the idea was to create a space 
that brought artists (in the absolute broadest sense of the term) together and just made 
room for things to happen, for connections to be made and for things to unfold.  

In Kashmir, for example two artists Minni Kumari and Singh’s installed a ceramic bowl 
filled with dry rice and dal which was hung throughout an abandoned home and left 
simply to gather the weight of the dust that would continue to fall untouched in the home 
that had been left. Questions like - What would the people whose home it was think if 
and when they eventually returned? Where would the art go from here? became 
important to them. The premise of art and life collapsed here and the abandoned 
structures in areas where the Kashmiri Pandits once resided were interrogated.  

In another spontaneously executed performance Sanjay Dhar, one of the participants took 
a group of the artists to his home village, Zainapora, in Shopian. Sanjay is a Kashmiri 
Pandit who left his home in Kashmir in the early 1990’s. Visit to his hometown was quite 
a rare possibility now. The whole village emerged to welcome the artists, when they 
arrived in Zainapora. Sajnjay reunited his old friends in front of the artists and showed 
them his erstwhile home which now lay abandoned. This ghost-like image of a home 
haunted an otherwise enchanted landscape. Sanjay in discussions rejoiced thinking of the 
possibility of returning here again and setting up his home someday. 

Performance by Greta Mendez used the metaphor of Ophelia’s death to evoke the 
experience of Kashmir in relation to the conflict between India and Pakistan. Culture 
seemed to move most freely in these unacknowledged places as the Karavan provided an 
unbounded context and opportunity for the artists to inscribe meaning and explore the 
space. An initiative like this asserts potential value on a broader scale as to provide a 
stable and lucrative platform for the emerging forms that are still developing.  
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Moreover, the kind of viewership the festival was able to generate would be highlighted 
along with the failures of the project. 
 
Sonia Khurana is another artist who though does not perform for the audience, performs 
in front of the camera or in instance one-to-one bases in front of a single audience. The 
performative element is preserved and presented in form of videos and photographs in 
her case. Khurana started as a painter completing her masters from Delhi College of Art. 
But she soon found unsatisfying gaps in her painted works and stopped painting after 
completing her post-graduation. At this point, she moved towards the process of mark 
making which even meant painting her body and making marks here and there. The 
subject from that point has been ‘the self dilemmatic of its existence vis-à-vis equations 
of gender and politics of it’ for Sonia. The artist in 1997 won a scholarship to the Royal 
College of Art in London and shunned away the whole idea of doing painting from this 
point. Sonia in an alienated locate became aware of questions like ‘what constituted her 
body’ and the need for it to encompass her works. The medium of photographs and 
videos came to her aid as she explored the dimensions of time and duration through it.  
Sonia is quite uncomfortable being called a performance artist and prefers her works 
being ‘performative’ – meaning creating something by doing something. This according 
to her helps keep the definition and process of making art more open-ended. Her Bird’s 
Journal (set of photographs done in 2007) was part of the group exhibit in 2007 named ‘I 
fear I believe I desire’ held at Gallery Espace. Khurana’s works are mainly negotiated 
around her body where she engages with the notion of ‘body’ as a social construct. Sonia 
pushes the external limits of the gendered self, engaging with a transgessive presence that 
refuses to recognize the limits of a (female) body. She works to create encounters that 
may destabilize or challenge expectations.9 Her Bird (done in 2000) and Closet (2002) 
dealt with similar issues. In this study, I would be dealing with her performance-based 
work the Bird’s Journal (2006). The work is in form of performative photographs which 
are exhibited as a series. The artist appears to lie on a street, in position of absolute 
vulnerability. Surrounded by pigeons, in a city space she does not create any readable 
contexts. She avoids the trope of creating celebratory contexts for the body; in a language 
that is poetic and metaphoric, what she does achieve is to lay out the discursive 
possibilities of feminine body politic. ‘Any body politic must speak about the body, 
stressing its materiality and its social and discursive construction at the same time as 
disrupting and subverting existing regimes of representation.’10 Through performative 
modes, she strives to engage with the constant struggle between body and language, to 
achieve a corporeal eloquence. Through these deliberately poetic intimations, she strives 
to persistently explore and re-define the space of the political. 
  
Sonia Khurana is of the opinion that performance art is radically different from dance and 
theatre. To her it is a very conceptual medium. Performance art is very much about the 
immediacy of the body and the moment. Some things come alive in a certain space in 
front of an audience. Playing out roles of sexuality and gender allows her to resist certain 

9 Gayatri Sinha, Catalogue write-up of ‘ I fear I believe I desire’ 2007 
 
10 Janet Wolff, Reinstating Corporeality, The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, ed. Amelia Jones, 
Routledge London, 2002, Pg 424 
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modes, of transcending boundaries that cannot be achieved through other means. It is 
very fluid. 
 
Sonia Khurana, save for some occasions does not usually perform in front of a live 
audience. She is of the opinion that “I don’t think of an audience at all, my camera is my 
only audience.”11 According to the artist, the recording of the piece isn’t a mere 
documentation. The performance is in fact a cinematic moment. “Much of my 
performance video work is predicated on the idea that video extends the impact of 
performance, adding the possibility of remote and future audiences for a one-time 
presentation. The video camera also changes the nature of performance, enabling an 
intimacy in which artists would do things in front of a camera that they may not do in the 
presence of live audiences. Through video, the performance could become endlessly 
present, always enacted for the first time.”12 
 
Indeed for similar reasons, video camera became a partner in the performance of several 
performance artists drawn to electronic media recording intimate, often ritualized actions. 
The video camera represented ‘the other’ or the audience. Mostly these recording take 
place in the artist’s studio or an assigned place and are later edited using the editing 
studios. The audience here who see these in form of videos or photographs are subjected 
to a ‘selective viewing’ experience in contrast to the audience who witness performance 
in live with the dynamics of the original space and time at play. Moreover, making work 
specifically for the video camera is going to be better looking. Video is demanding, it 
likes the lightning to be perfect for its lens and the shots to be set up for its best taping 
advantage. If the work is shot for the camera, one can take a lot of things in for 
simultaneous consideration, making the adjustments specifically set for each shot.  
 
The strength of performance art has traditionally been thought to reside in its immediacy, 
implying that it is at odds with the technologies of reproduction and representation. 
Indeed, during the 1960s and 70s, when performance art started in the west there was a 
certain skepticism regarding the role of the photograph in the documentation of 
Performance Art, which was protesting against the commoditization and objectification 
of art and professing the desire for an egalitarian exchange between artist and viewer. 
These attitudes, of course, presuppose a hierarchy in which one experience can be more 
authentic than another. What is at stake if we accept these photographs and documents as 
adequate substitutes for “real” action? Are we surrendering to an ideology that deprives 
all Art of its originality, autonomy and uniqueness? Or is plurality of interpretation the 
logical extension of having to reconstruct a temporal sequence when looking at a still 
photograph of an action? If we believe, as Plato and Aristotle did, that art is mimetic — 
that Art always comes after experience then does it make sense to favor physical 
participation over imaginative participation?13 
 

11 Akhshaya Tankha, Report on Performance Art done for Khoj, www.khoj.org  
 
12 Same as 11 
13 Deekha Nath, Catalogue note of ‘Still Moving Image’, Devi Art Foundation 
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The work of art which is subjected to several spatio-temporal reorderings posits itself at 
various stages. The artist is the first ‘viewer’ of the work and subsequent 
viewers/interpretators are caught up within the complex and fraught operations of 
representation entangled in intersubjective spaces of derive, projection and identification. 
As claimed through race, sexed and gendered (fully socialized and embodied) subjects 
both the artist and the interpretator are imbricated within any potential determinations of 
meaning.14  
 
Alternate art spaces – A major impetus behind experimental art forms 
 
Alternate art spaces like Khoj(Delhi), Sarai (Delhi), 1.Shanthi Road (Bengaluru), 
Periferry (Guwahati), Sandharbh  (Rajasthan) as mentioned above blur distinctions 
between disciplines promoting  open-ended, economically liberated and post-medium 
practice. Beyond the issues of economic viability of the art forms and commercial 
circulation of them, these informal spaces function outside the commercial white-cube 
and act as a major impetus for young artists willing to fathom experimental forms. 
Undoubtedly Khoj, registered as a non-profit society in 1997 was first in the country to 
have started functioning as an ‘alternative’ space and nurtured such art forms. Anita 
Dube, one of its founding members, spelled out its aims in the first Khoj catalogue: ‘Our 
aim was to function as an experimental art laboratory that would bring artist together 
from different parts of the country, from the subcontinent and from across the globe, 
setting up a co-operative, non-hierarchical work situation where dialogue, exchange and 
transfer of information, energy and skills could take place as an intensely lived 
experience.’15  
 
Some of them like 1.ShantiRoad and Periferry have risen as institutional critiques. But 
with the larger repercussion it seems that they also act as a highly effective system for the 
commercial sector, with selected artists who exhibit here with their experimental 
activities later joining the big leagues. So from an unrecognized space/practice the 
artist/work gains entry into a formal/commercial sector asserting the existence of the 
form as a recognized one.   
 
While it was primarily non-profit spaces such as Khoj and other spaces that earlier 
nurtured such art forms, the gallery system has shown a growing interest in recent artistic 
practices that are not object-based, recognizing the artistic significance of forms as 
performance and their potential value on the international market, their ability to provide 
a stable and lucrative platform for these emerging forms which are still developing. 
Founded by a group of artists that included Subodh Gupta, Bharti Kher, and Anita Dube 
along with curator Pooja Sood, its longterm Director Khoj has focused especially on 
creating opportunities for the often marginalized practices that comprise contemporary 
performance art. This has been especially critical because of the continuing lack of 
venues and institutional support for the creation and exhibition of alternative art media in 
India. 
 

14 Ed. Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephenson, Performing the Body, Performing the Text, Routledge 
15 The Khoj Book 1997-2007 Contemporary art practice in India, pg. 6, Collins. 
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As part of its 10 year celebrations, KHOJ curated the first ever International Performance 
Art Festival in New Delhi on March 25th -30th 2008. The Festival was a dynamic six day 
programme of events which brought together exciting, diverse Indian and International 
performance artists in an attempt to showcase the different currents, positions and 
possibilities of contemporary performance art. Prominent art galleries across the city 
hosted one evening each of performances over the course of the 6 days. The Goethe 
Institute Max Mueller Bhavan, Alliance Francaise, Delhi, Palette Art Gallery, Anant Art 
Gallery and Gallery Espace collaborated for this seminal venture. 
 
Artists from India including Sonia Khurana, Neha Choksi, and Nikhil Chopra joined a 
diverse contingent of international artists and media practitioners that included Steven 
Cohen from South Africa, Doug Fishbone of the United States and London, and Da 
Motus!, a Swiss troupe.  
 
Neha Choksi made a live and video performance. She works travelling between US and 
Mumbai. Minds to Lose was a multi-media performed monologue alternating between a 
reflection on Nietzsche's pronouncement of animals as living unhistorically and the 
experience of time lost during anesthesia. Minds to Lose considers how anesthesia is a 
respite from life, from doing, from verbs. Questions like that ‘Does anesthesia halt the 
traditional five senses, and bring the human and the animal into a state of complete 
overlap’ were asked and investigated during the performance. An interesting trajectory 
was her extension of the monologue to later related discussions reading the original 
writings and excerpts and ideas from Parmenides of Elea, Anne Carson, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, Rainer Maria Rilke, Deb Margolin, Paul Celan, Lisl Marburg Goodman and 
Rudolf Ehrenberg.  
The two flat video projections behind the live performance of the artist activated the 
theatrical setting of the work, enabling the making of meaning through the process of art 
production and reception as performative. The video footage that ran behind was from 
Petting Zoo- a performance Neha Choksi did some time back for which she anesthetized 
herself and four farm animals. A multiple viewing experience here testifies that there is 
no single, prescribed signification here though a philosophical reading besides others 
becomes apparent. Besides the inclusion of the critical texts and an active appropriation 
of it within the work accentuates the possibilities of active and expansive comprehension 
from the ‘artist’ to the ‘alert, knowledgeable viewer’. This inclusion of the text, on the 
contrary can also result in the limitation of the audience as they are not substances meant 
for a universalized assimilation and interest and the communication medium being the 
language of the privileged, English. The performance though live took place within the 
confines of an intellectual as well as elite hub, Khoj and the politics of institutional 
limitations must be taken into account. However, we can find a negotiable passage 
trailing way as Nancy Adajania, a cultural theorist and art critic states, “..if ours is to be a 
healthy art world, expressive activity must proceed in dialogue with discursive activity, 
and not with antagonism towards it.”16  
 
 

16 The Khoj Book 1997-2007 Contemporary art practice in India, pg. 98, Collins. 
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Nikhil Chopra performed the latest unfolding of a narrative centered on his fictitious 
character Yog Raj Chitrakar, based loosely on the identity of his grandfather as a member 
of the landed gentry in colonial Kashmir. After leading his audience on accelerated foot 
from Khoj Studios to the top of a nearby mosque, Chopra created a live charcoal drawing 
of the surrounding landscape while transforming from the male Chitrakar into a costumed 
female empress.  
 
The forum was created by Khoj collaborating with International as well as Indian artists. 
Pooja Sood, the Founder-Director of Khoj opines that it was difficult to convince and 
bring together the Indian artists to send in their proposals. The festival did not have a 
theme and a strategy of amalgamating different performances was adapted to keep the 
audiences interested.  
 
At such a juncture it becomes important to analyze the proportions of its accessibility 
here and define who is the ‘public’ here. Sood is of view that not everybody is genuinely 
interested in art but the performance based art definitely opens up gates for a larger 
interaction within the cultural community. She was not sure if the festival as a whole was 
understood or not but according to her it at least whetted out the curiosity of the viewers 
and thus began a dialogue. 
 
The notion of the performative highlights the open-endedness of interpretation, which 
must thus be understood as a process rather than an act with a final goal, and 
acknowledges the ways in which circuits of  derive and pleasure are at play in the 
complex web of relation among artists, patrons, collectors and both specialized and non-
specialized viewers 
 
Bengaluru which has five active artist run spaces; Bar 1- Bengaluru Artists’ Residency 1 
is the oldest, then there is 1. Shanthi Road and BAC ( Bangalore Artists’ Centre) , with 
the latest entrants being Samuha ( Coming Together) , which is a one- year long artist 
collective, and its offshoot Jaaga ( Space), which has been conceptualized as a ‘creative 
common ground’. 
Besides shows, there are performances, video workshops and other projects, where young 
unknown artists get a platform along with experienced artists. (Suresh Kumar usually 
dresses up as the Samuha ‘Handyman’ in uniform and tool kit for the openings…) 
Some other examples of performance at these alternate spaces are the Tibet project, 
Making the Mandala, 2009 at 1.Shanthiroad, Mamoru Tsukada, Cave Painting- Sacrifice, 
2007 at BAC, Trickster Teatro, Rapsodia per Giganti, Performance on stilts, 2009 at 
Bar1,  Performance by B J Shamala, Krumbiegal project, 2010, Performance by Smitha 
Cariappa, Bagged... Floured, flours the floor at Gallery Sumukha, 2004.   
 
Sarai is another alternative space based in Delhi that is started by Raqs. On its opening 
day at City as Studio: EXB i.e. June 18, 2010 an evening of performance art was held by 
resident artists Manola Gayatri, Gautam Ghosh (in collaboration with Deepankar 
Gohain), Ambrish Satwik (in collaboration with Sarnath Banerjee, Vishwajyoti Ghosh, 
Deepankar Gohain, Dyuti Mittal) as well as performances by artists Deepankar Gohain, 
Vivek Narayanan, Inder Salim, Shuddhabrata Sengupta in the August session.  
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The strategy of Live Art has been about blurring the boundaries between the artist's work 
and the audience. The traditional notion of the artist making the work in privacy and then 
showing it to the public, to be consumed by the public, has been challenged by artists' 
desire to engage directly with its audience, or the public. Performance art entails a 
necessary engagement with the issues of the nature of the art work and the grounds that 
inform it i.e. the ontological and epistemological reality it originates and functions 
within. The number of live performance artists are though much smaller than the one who 
perform for the camera. The major reason that can attributed to such befalling being that 
the Indian masses have not as yet come in terms with the whole idea of the body being 
the site of open exhibition and investigation in a public space. Site of such events or 
happenings are generally misinterpreted or mistook in India as eccentric outbursts and are 
not qualified as ‘art’ and viewed with ‘pure aesthetical’ outlook.  
Audience interventions are intrinsic to live performances but in India the viewers become 
passive. This is indeed the reason performance art is still in its nascent stage in India. 
Pooja Sood, the founder-director of Khoj remarks to this, “The audiences don’t know 
how to interact with the performers and many Indian artists have still not developed 
strategies to deal with the questions. There are two ways to look at how the Indian 
audiences respond. Perhaps, we are more sophisticated and therefore respect the artist and 
his intentions. The flip side of that though is that become too passive and if we think 
something is too boring, we don’t respond. In India we are still unclear whether this 
would be seen as an ‘intervention’ or ‘disruption’.” 
 
Kristine Stile’s remarks on Performance art assume importance even within the Indian 
context, where performance art works can be seen as ways of exploring issues of 
sexuality, gender, class, nationality, forms of social suppressions, particularly of the body 
as well as the “stifling constructions of subjectivity”.  
 
A major problem for early Performance artists was the ephemeral nature of the medium. 
Right from the start performance pieces were recorded in photography, film and video, 
and these eventually became the primary means by which Performance reached a wide 
public. So artist’s body in varied contexts and conflicts creates relevant discourses and 
then directly try to reposition various historically constructed notions within its 
disciplinary limits. 
 
Initiatives and collaborations 
 
have displayed a considerable amount of grit and tenacity in resolving to continue with 
their often unrecognised and un-patronised art work, holding firmly to the belief in their 
creative practice. Government apathy, strangely enough, has at the same time, allowed 
the artists concerned, to remain autonomous, which is essential in order to register protest 
or articulate concerns that are personal, political and/or social. 
 
Sonia Khurana17 senses that there is definitely something brewing with the performance 
art scene in India in spite of the complete absence of government patronage for the genre. 
“But we can’t afford to be too self congratulatory with it. Its still at a stage that is nascent. 

17  Akhshaya Tankha, Report on Performance Art done for Khoj, www.khoj.org 
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What is disconcerting is that we are taking more from the visual markers that have been 
left behind by other performances outside the country rather than from the discourse 
about performance art.” According to the artist, the art form will truly come into its own, 
once the focus shifts to discourse.  
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