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And That Is No Lie,
2015.
Metal, fabric, rope,
and wire, installation
view at Pirelli
HangarBicocca, Milan.
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FROM OPPOSITE:

Installation view of
“Remains,” Pirelli HangarBicocca, Milan, 2019.
Sheela Gowda.

Claude Monet saw painting entirely as an act of abstraction, even with his easel rooted en plein air, saying of
representation, “Try to forget what objects you have
before you—a tree, a house, a field. Merely think, ‘Here is
a little square of blue, here an oblong of pink, here a
streak of yellow,’ and paint it…until it gives you your own
impression of the scene before you.” This same sense of
sight as sensation directed Sheela Gowda’s first forays
into art and guided her development as she came to see
art as an arrangement of colored forms on a flat surface.
Years later, she translated this experiential and
process-based approach into three dimensions by
arranging colored materials into wall and floor assemblages. While maintaining reductive simplicity, these
works notably complicate the relationship between
object and space while adding layers of political
and poetic meaning through found materials and
crafted elements. Gowda looks at the urban environ-

ment of Bangalore as a kaleidoscope of forms that
become episodes of art to be explored back in the
studio. Approaching the city as an organism, her sculptures, installations, and works on paper all appear as
experiments—a way of comprehending and containing
the physical situations and ephemeral circumstances
of materials at the service of life.
Gowda adopts the active ingredients of the world
around her—everything from hair and incense to metal,
steel, stone, plastic, and rubber—to investigate the
emotional and social significance of material culture
and to question how objects, even the most valueless,
become identifiers for living. Her intention is to
reflect, not represent, reality in relation to these objects
and attitudes. She is convinced of the value of transformation, citing how “the moment of being and
not-being, and of becoming, is far more challenging and
interesting for appropriating what you want to say.”
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sheela gowda
Rajesh Punj: “Remains,” your show at HangarBicocca
last year, featured many important older works.
Did you approach this exhibition as a retrospective
or a summation of your works to date?
Sheela Gowda: I wouldn’t explain it as either. I saw it

as an exhibition of works from the last 30 years. It
was not a retrospective because I was working before
that, in painting, and there are other works within
this 30-year span that were not shown.
RP: I wasn’t aware that you began with painting.
What were these works like?
SG: They were very figurative to begin with, oil on

canvas. I have always been interested in line, even in
my paintings. So, the line as such within figuration
became a marker or divider between the object and
space. And in that sense, the line in the rope piece
And…(2007) does something very similar. I was always
very concerned, even though the works were figurative,
with pictorial space, with the neutral ground. This also
comes from having seen Benode Behari Mukherjee’s
murals for the boys’ hostel at Kala Bhavana, the
Institute of Fine Arts at Visva-Bharati University in
Santiniketan. You have a bush, then you have many
things happening behind it—a tree, a path, an entry
point into the distance. The ground appears to keep
shifting, which is in no way like Renaissance painting,
with the kind of perspective in which everything is
coming toward you. Shifting ground is also in miniature
painting, which involves another kind of space—an
isometric perspective that is more dependent on
overlaps. I wanted to create pictorial space that was
not from the ground up (toward a horizon). By
employing Mukherjee’s method, I was able to put
everything on the same plane, with everything overlapping, while creating a sense of flattened perspective.
RP: Did you receive an innovative education as an art
student? After Santiniketan, you earned an MA in
painting from the Royal College of Art in London.
SG: I wouldn’t use the word “innovative.” It came out

of a certain kind of tradition, from the masters coming
from Santiniketan at the time. K.G. Subramanyan
was a product of that schooling. He furthered the craft
tradition and its relationship to modern art. When
he taught at the Slade School of Fine Art in London, he

linked the language of European Modernism—Matisse,
for example—with how you should see miniature
painting and vice versa. And in India, they were very
aware of what was happening in Europe. It was
about looking at form, looking into the language of
painting itself, and less about the subject matter.
RP: So, it was not about what you were painting,
but the process of painting. Were you also acquiring
a sense of color?
SG: You either have an appreciation of color or you

don’t. If you are using stronger colors, you can
obviously handle them. A small corner of red can be as
intense as something much larger. Those are things
that you are comfortable with, that you acquire some
experience of, and that you have an understanding and
feeling for.
RP: It must be incredible to consider the colors
you have in front of you in Bangalore and to be able
to apply those existing colors to your work.
SG: You live with it. It is all-pervasive in India. The

way that colors come together in the city can be
jarring, or exuberant. This is something you imbibe
without consciously realizing it. But Matisse didn’t
grow up in an environment like this, so it isn’t entirely
about the city or the surroundings.
RP: There must have been a moment when you felt
limited by what you were doing. What triggered your
move from painting to using material objects in space?
SG: It was not so much the limitations of painting, but

of my relationship to painting and what I was doing
with it. It is too arrogant to say painting was limiting
for me, because it was about how I was employing
it. I could probably go back to painting, and it would
work very differently. But at the time, possibly you
are right, it was limiting in terms of what I wanted
to say; and it was a limitation created by myself. The
last of my paintings from that period had become
almost entirely non-figurative.
RP: Why was it important to hold on to figuration?
SG: Because the body is important, and it became the

vehicle to communicate. It was not just the human
figure—it was a dog, a goat, or the tail of Hanuman.

Margins,
2011.
Wood, enamel oil
paint, and metal,
dimensions variable.
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the figure as reality. The ambiguity of the pictorial
space does not depict or belong to reality. That concern
was there in my painting, and it moved to physical
space. It happened quite smoothly, but not immediately, because the first works I did in cow dung were still
quite painterly. I made a sepia-colored liquid, which
I applied to paper when I was no longer using canvas.
At that time, I was working with paper on jute, and
on board, which slowly built up into the materiality of
cotton. These works were based on assemblages,
which moved on and off the wall.
RP: How did you conceptualize or think about your
first pieces to come off the wall?
SG: I didn’t see them as being in any way sculpture,

in the traditional sense of the word. They needed a
distance, and a level of interaction, that is not conventional to sculpture. As I understand it, sculpture
is very inward, and with my work I wasn’t looking at
the object in the same way.
RP: Were they closer to environments? It is an
interesting moment when an artist decides on one
thing over another or rejects everything entirely.
SG: I wouldn’t call them environments either, because

an environment by definition is far more encompassing than how my work operates in space. It creates its
own movement. You have a certain amount of movement around the work, and even within the works.
RP: What about scale? Were you invited to think more
ambitiously at HangarBicocca?
SG: In the first room of the show, I made a work in

Kagebangara,
2008.
Tar drum sheets, tar
drums, mica tar sheet,
mica, and tarpaulin,
dimensions variable.

38

sculpture

response to the space. But a lot of the other works
already existed. They come out of a crate, and some of
them have the potential to expand depending on
what and where the space is. Other works are more
specific and cannot do that.
RP: So, particular works were modified or altered
somewhat for the space.
SG: Not exactly, because that would suggest that the

original idea has changed when it hasn’t. Kagebangara
(2008), for example, appears differently at every place
where it is shown. The elements do not change; the
placements change, the lighting changes, the emphasis
changes, but the work remains the same. I can’t hand
over a photograph or instructions to those installing
the work, saying that I want it installed in the exact
same way—though that would make my life very easy.
RP: You have talked about walls and divisions, and
of the value of such physical boundaries to the
context of individual works. How does that function?
SG: This is important for me. I am concerned that

each of the works, whether enclosed or open to other
internal elements, has its own intrinsic quality. That
it is an entity. And when you look at the works together,
you should be able to see that they were produced
by the same artist. You should clearly experience a
chain of thought—you see tendencies, you see a line.
In that sense, they connect. This involves the method
of installation. How close can you place a work in
relation to something else without it losing out? What
will it gain from being in close proximity to another
work? And as a consequence, how do you create
a dialogue and a connection between the works?
RP: Which has me considering the imposition of
one work on another, as though they were all
individual people, entering a room. Then there is
the significance of the space between works.
In a more conventional space, works are connected
by proximity, but disconnected or disrupted by
partition walls, as a way of emphasizing autonomy.
That anatomy of spaces disappears with an
enormous open-plan arena. Did you consider how
that might affect the experience?
SG: By exiting a room and entering a passage or non-

space, you are already blocking out one work and
beginning to consider the next as you move from one
walled space to another. Whereas at HangarBicocca,
you don’t have that same necessary negotiation of
space. The distance and the time it takes to walk from
one work to another allows for transition between
works. We were originally thinking of using light very
differently, alternating between light and darkness;
but in the end, we decided to light the entire space.
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RP: By introducing such elements into a painting, you
were consciously placing the work on earth and in
reality.
SG: I wouldn’t explain the space immediately around
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A sense of removing myself from the work has
always been there. Also I don’t have the kind of personality
to give myself over to the audience in that way.
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The work is the goal, and the process
is inevitable. And I don’t shy away from that.
As a consequence, I make my life difficult.
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RP: The walk itself becomes interesting. Warhol called
it “From A to B and back again,” but you encouraged
a more unscripted walk from A to B, back to A, then
to C, before moving to D, and back to B.
SG: Actually you could take a different route coming

back, and then you would see the work from a
different angle, against another backdrop. These were
all considerations.
RP: Is intimacy possible in such a large-scale space?
Are qualities like delicacy and sensitivity overwhelmed by ideas of strength and grandeur?
SG: You can’t achieve it on the first attempt. But when

AGOSTINO OSIO, COURTESY THE ARTIST AND PIRELLI HANGARBICOCCA

you are in close proximity to the work, looking intently at something, intimacy will come. With certain
works though, going closer doesn’t automatically or
necessarily make the situation more intimate. There
are works that you can come into contact with that
reveal so much more—that speak to you by virtue
of the fact of your involvement. Because intimacy, or
sensations such as those, come from the viewer
having entered into the work’s space.

Collateral,
2007.
Ash (incense material),
steel mesh, and wood
frames, overall and
detail views of work as
installed in “Remains,”
Pirelli HangarBicocca,
Milan, 2019.

RP: Why, even though you speak about “the importance of the body in the work,” does your own body
remain absent?
SG: For me, all the performing happens before. It

is not what I choose to present. When I first presented
the red rope work And… in Japan, I had to think
about how I should show the process. Was it important for me to show the process? That was the moment
when I decided it wasn’t. If the audience gets it, they
will understand it by looking closely. Otherwise, it is
not something I want to make an issue of, nor do I
want to involve myself in that way in my work. A sense
of removing myself from the work has always been
there. Also I don’t have the kind of personality to give
myself over to the audience in that way.
RP: Process is clearly a significant part of your practice,
though we are not privy to the “how.” As you have
previously explained: “An artwork is the result
of decisions taken, choices made.” Which begs the
question as to why you have separated the process from
the final work, as much as your bodily involvement is
absent from the work. How should we understand that?
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SG: I see it as the other way around. The work is the
goal, and the process is inevitable. And I don’t shy away
from that. As a consequence, I make my life difficult.
RP: I’d like to pick up on an issue raised by HangarBicocca curator Nuria Enguita—the question of
ornament, which was rejected by Western Modernism.
How do you see ornament in relation to your work?
SG: I am a great admirer of ornament, but why is there

anything of the ornamental in my work at all? In fact,
there isn’t. There is a tradition of ornament that one
could refer to, but by employing it as a method it could
easily become a quotation. That is something I have done
with other works. This also has to do with the fact that
I don’t wish to appropriate traditions. Either I learn that
skill, I learn that craft, and I do it myself, or I don’t use
it. I have steered clear of using the crafts of other people
as a tool because I am not comfortable with taking
other people’s skills and applying them to my own work.
RP: What about ornament as something between
abstraction and figuration? In the rubber piece Tree
Line (2019), the lines and creases resemble natural
movement, but there’s also an element of geometric
pattern. It refers to things, but it creates something
different in itself.
SG: I see the needles in one of the works as being orna-
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mental. On the wall, it doesn’t appear like that though,
because of the materiality of certain things. Some kinds
of materials facilitate ornament. And until now, my
work has only been about tar drums and other nonornamental materials. If it had been possible anywhere,
it would have been in the red cloth work And That Is
No Lie. The traditional tents would have been very
ornamental, and that would have been an obvious place
to retain or reintroduce ornament as an additional element. But that level of decoration would have distracted
from the idea of collapse. Tree Line is the direction I
think I am moving toward. I think I will work much less
simplistically, just advancing simple forms.
RP: This all leads me to conclude that process is more
important than you wish to admit.
SG: It is important not to see it. It involves a ritual of

making, and you don’t necessarily need to exhibit all of
that to the public.
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Tree Line,
2019.
Rubber, dimensions
variable.
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As I understand it, sculpture
is very inward, and with my work I wasn’t
looking at the object in the same way.
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