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Daniel Kurjaković  : Your
video-installations, which you call
“shadow-plays,” have obviously a
filmic quality, involving narrative
cycles or even a whole panorama
of historical incidents and developments. There is also a sense that
different kinds of time are layered
on top of one another. Now, I was
wondering if you see any connection to the 19 th century genre of
history painting, and whether you
see yourself consciously reformulating the question of history
painting.
Nalini Malani : My works
contain references to historical
moments, but also to myths
because I find that those are
bridges; visual and verbal language bridges that connect to the
audience. Cassandra for example
reappears in various places within
my work; people know the Cassandra myth and through the myth
they can talk about larger issues.
Myths are bundles, which have so
much information about historical
factors as well as epic factors. It’s
a connection that I would like to
make. For a long time I have been
interested in bringing forth the
historic past into the contemporary
because certain things are still
operative. Certain aspects of those
periods are still operative. I think
that’s the only way we can really
move on.
DK : What is interesting is that
it’s not only the historical per se,
it’s really also the supra-historical
which is the mythic discourse. So
I’m quite interested how that came
about. How did the mythic discourse come in?
NM : Actually it really goes
back a very long way.
DK : That’s good! (laughing)
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NM : I had a studio in a
multi-disciplinary space [the
Bhulabhai Memorial Institute,
Bombay] where there were people
from the theater and dance world.
It was a young India : I’m talking
about the 1960s. There was this
theater director Satyadev Dubey
who was working with young
playwrights; and this whole need
to create imagery and ideas that
had to do with contemporary India,
but he, this writer, picked up myths
from the Hindu epics; it’s like a big
compendium of myths of India and
he would take a character and
weave it into the contemporary. At
18 years old I found that fascinating. There, you could talk about a
character from the Mahabharata or
the Ramayana, change it or even
flirt around with distorting it, and it
was acceptable. (In those days
there was a very liberal situation in
India.) And let’s say create a new
scheme for that character. Those
characters were very popular, and
they were very profound works, as
they were talking about very
serious factors. Later of course, in
India, as everywhere else, we were
reading Freud, the Oedipus or the
Electra complex. All this was one
more layering that I could bring in a
myth from a Greek tragedy into the
contemporary psychic arena.
Linda Jensen : And what is
the role of Indian myth today?
NM : It’s very present. Some
of the characters—Sita for
example, who is the wife of
Rama—if used in a manner that is
not acceptable to the popular
notion of that character then
you’ve got a problem. Even to call
a painting “Sita” is problematic.
Actually for me Sita is like Medea.
If you look at the lives of these two
mythic characters, one Greek and
one Indian, there are lots of
similarities; as there are many
similarities between the Greek and
Hindu myths in general. In fact,

there is an absolutely marvelous
book by a philologist and art critic
named Thomas McEvilley called
The Shape of Ancient Thought :
Comparative Studies in Greek and
Indian Philosophies, an absolutely
fabulous book which took him
about twenty five years to write.
Still today, people ask me, “Why
are you using Greek myths, you
come from India?” People have
forgotten that the whole army of
Alexander [the Great] was living in
my back yard. I’m from the Indus
Valley!
DK : Let me continue with a
question in reference to your
recent documentary film1 on In
Search of Vanished Blood, the new
shadow play for Documenta [which
is part of your upcoming Documenta catalogue]. There was one
shot with various press pictures
laid out on a table ( fig. a – d). Is this
group of images part of an archive,
much larger than what we see in
the documentary?
NM : Yes, it is much larger.
DK : Could you say something about the process of retrieving media imagery for your pieces;
how is it done, and what is the
“scope” of the research?
NM : One interesting aspect
of this particular website [of the
Naxals] is that if you’re lucky you
can catch it; the government is
continuously erasing it.2 So
whenever I could I would garner
images from the website and print
them out. I tried to make a story
line with this piece, in the sense
that there had been journalists who
had been to these areas and who
had found that many more women
are becoming part of that army and
what those backgrounds were. But
there were no images. However I
did find an image of a girl dressed
in a sari. It is interesting that this
piece of cloth is not even called a

sari; in the vernacular it’s just
called “cloth.” In Mahasweta Devi’s
Draupadi as well there is reference
to the cloth, which is supposed to
cover Draupadi, the protagonist.
The name Draupadi actually comes
from that. In the story she starts to
tear it. And for me the image of her
holding a baby with the cloth on
her body is what I wanted to start
my animation with. The baby is
then put away. She picks up the
gun, puts on the full soldier
costume and says goodbye to the
little one ( fig. b). So this trajectory
I found through images on the
website of the Naxals.
DK : A trajectory with the
same woman? Or was it a concoction?
NM : It was a concoction. It
was not possible to find the same
woman. I was looking through a lot
of images to find this continuity. It
was the same with trying to find
images, which proved to be more
difficult, of the militant groups of
Hindus ( fig. c) and the Taliban, etc.
But there what I did was that I
actually used images from Goya
( fig. d) and transferred them into
these characters.
DK : Yes, I recognized some
of the images.
LJ : Would you consider the
Naxal women to be heroines, even
though they themselves use
violence, and retaliate with
violence?
NM : I don’t know about the
word “heroine.” I think it’s with a lot
of reluctance that they do what
they do. Because there is police
scouring the land to get rid of
these people, so in some sense
they have to put up a fight to be
able to defend their means of
livelihood. But if you take it to a
13

larger context you can transpose
this issue into other areas of the
world. The Kurds for example in
the Middle East : what’s happening
to them in a place like Turkey?
And I think even in Iran there’s a
problem. The Kurds have no place.
They may as well be eradicated
from the Earth. I’m not so interested in the topical nature of the
Naxal problem, but the fact is that
in today’s world we still have to
face this. If focus is placed on this,
this is the area where progress can
really take place by accepting
people of the world. So this is the
problem that I am trying to
address.
Well, I could give you a broad
generic idea of how the work
actually addresses two kinds of
violence. One has to do with
defense—defending your land,
defending your people, specifically
related to the tribal people. What’s
happening today in India, is a
battle over around two-thirds of
the inner landmass, and especially
the forest areas where the tribal
people are, who simply want to be
left alone. The problem is that a
multinational mining company
wants to make quarries there, as
this land is very rich in bauxite. It’s
actually the Indian hierarchy and
the Indian bureaucracy which is
the enemy of the tribal people. And
they are really training their guns
on them! On the other hand, there
have been groups of people who
have been indoctrinating the tribes
to Marxist ideology which is the
only thing they have resort to.
What they’re basically saying is,
“We do not want money from the
Indian state, whatever we are
getting we are getting from our
land, we want to live our lives the
way we have been living all these
thousands of years!” They have
simply fallen off the map of the
Indian constitution because there
is nobody trying to fight for their
rights. Now, what’s happening is
that anybody who directs their

a

b

c

d

interests and their sympathies
towards these people is called a
Maoist, a Naxalite Maoist. Often
they are innocent doctors and then
they are accused of treason. Here
is where the term “democracy”
comes in. We are democratic, we
do have a democracy and our
constitution is very good, but the
actual societal problems are not
addressed, and any fair in-depth
analyses of the issue are missing
from the picture. So that’s one kind
of violence, you’re defending your
language, your people, and your
means of livelihood.
The other kind of violence
has to do with ideology; ideology in
the sense of what we are facing in
India again, namely the religious
ideologies and forms of fanaticism
which then lead to pogroms such
as the 2002 Gujarat violence.
I’m totally against violence. It’s a
conundrum. Even though my
sympathies are going to the tribal
people, they’re fighting and are
taking the right to kill, but who has
the right to take away life? These
are questions that I’m posing to
myself as an artist and what the
work is about.
DK : I can see how violence
has become a focus, but doesn’t
the piece touch upon many other
questions, as there are so many
other layers?
NM : True. I’ve been fascinated with the figure of Cassandra
for example, who knew about the
Trojan horse before her father. Her
father didn’t believe her and went
on to imprison her for treason.
He put her in a basket. This image
fascinated me. It’s in Christa
Wolff’s version of the myth. So
imagine this young woman in a
basket and all she sees is a circle
of the sky : that’s freedom and
she’s never going to have it. She
even knows that she is going to be
14

killed. We’re all in a sense in
Cassandra’s position insofar as we
can know. We all know that if we
take away the rights of the tribal
people and allow such a large
landmass in India to become a
quarry it’s going to be terrible for
the ecology, and not only for one
country, but for a whole area of
Asia. These things are no longer
containable within country
boundaries. The idea of a boundary is totally anachronistic today :
to have these bounded areas, to
have armies and air forces trying to
take care of these dotted lines
called borders. This ideology has
done more harm than anything
else. The boundary lines between
Pakistan and India have left people
impoverished, cutting down and
sabotaging what could actually
happen across the border in terms
of exchange, and which would help
both sides. All we do is spend
enormous amounts of money on
ways to kill each other! We all
know this! This is the Cassandra
aspect, but on the other hand,
there’s the Apollo aspect, which
stops us from acting upon it. Both
parts exist in all of us. What I’m
interested in is to try to create
awareness : how do you actually
take that brave step by saying,
“Stop the mining, stop these
borders.” Artists are doing it to
some extent between India and
Pakistan by inviting theater people,
musicians, and so on from each
other’s countries, but, you see,
these are little steps.
DK : There seems to be,
within this, a question of how art
can “relate” to actual politics, to
Realpolitik, meaning the hard-core
socio-political issues as they play
out within the mechanisms of
political management. I feel that art
as an endeavor is, in such environments, often idealized as a tool
that is supposed to “harmonize”
contradictions. Wouldn’t you agree
that this is not only simplistic, but

potentially dangerous as it lends
itself to obscurantism rather than
awareness?
NM : Well, I don’t know what
art can really do. All it can do is put
forward issues and questions while
probably not delivering all the
answers. As an artist one has to
avoid falling into the area of
propaganda and sloganeering. In
turn one must find a particular area
called art where what one proposes continues to be art, which will
contain many different aspects of a
problematic, while addressing
urgent issues. This is a very fine
line, but it’s only thing I can do. In a
way it’s a helpless situation. But
whom are we addressing? For me,
it’s the middle and upper classes
that have developed a certain
blindness to those issues. As
artists, we are not only addressing
the common person on the street
really, but people who are at the
head of affairs and who actually
are in a position to create change.
For example, a person who has a
real stake in a company like
Vedanta is our former finance
minister [Palaniappan Chidambaram] who today is our home
minister. When he was finance
minister he was against the
Naxalites, he might have had
shares in this company. Then as
home minister he’s buying guns to
shoot them. So, from my point of
view, it’s about trying to change the
established opinion of people
saying, “Oh, they’re tribal people,
they are Naxalites, they are
Maoists, and they are enemies of
the state!”
DK : Let’s turn to some
aspects of your practice. I’m
interested, for example, in the
transformative power of drawing in
relation to how you use the
photographic imagery, the press
images that I have already mentioned. Could you say something
about that process which involves
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both a concrete material practice
and certainly a shift of meaning?
NM : When I do a drawing,
the style of drawing often is not my
own, but is taken from another
period. For example, it could be
Company school or it could be
Kalighat ( fig. e). But for me it’s
interesting that in the drawing itself
somebody says, “Well, I know that
line! That image doesn’t fit, but I
know that line.” In a moment you
can just get flashed into that
particular space. And then having
said that, the ritual of drawing,
there’s a kind of incantation that I
like, it’s almost like paying homage
to those people by making that
drawing the way I do. So there is
the ritualistic aspect of trying to
model the body of this woman.
I’ve noticed this in hindsight. But
afterwards, I’ve asked myself,
“Why am I doing these things?
Why I am not just using the photos
for what they are? Why don’t I
montage them?” But it didn’t seem
to work so well in my mind. The
appropriation part was only when I
consumed it, so to speak.

knowledge from my part of the
world and bring it forth. I will give
you an example of what you have
in Europe. If you see a certain
drawing you will know it’s a Miró or
it’s a Braque. This is not the case in
India. There are artists who are
very well known, but you won’t see
their names because they never
signed. But nobody really looks at
those lines, as a student over here
might look at them. I’m not
interested in teaching art, but I am
interested in bringing that moment
of history in. I think that it is also a
curiosity to see if Kalighat drawing
will make sense in today’s situation. So it’s like keying in an idea
and asking, “Will it work?” It may
very well not work. There are two
figures in the cylinders, two women
together, the way their Saris are
draped; it’s the Kalighat wash that
you see. The women I paint are my
own, but the wash comes from
Kalighat. And perhaps an art
historian will be able to say, “Well
you used Kalighat here, haven’t
you?” And somehow it would
matter to me that he or she has
found that reference.

DK : It’s interesting that you
are actually using coded languages of drawing. Was that an
approach, let’s call it a conceptual
approach to drawing, that was with
you from very early on or did you
have a moment in your work where
you started to look at drawing from
a semiotic perspective?

DK : Beyond the specific
motives or exemplary aspects in
each of the works you then seem
to be creating fragmentary links to
“tradition,” however difficult the
notion might be in itself. Would you
say that this is something you
share with other artists from your
generation?

NM : Well, the idea of the
history of Indian art, or the history
of Indian art in the subcontinent
hasn’t been published as any
special book and is lacking in
references. You basically have to
do this for yourself. And in this
process of searching out those
histories, in a sense, I had a need
to reference them; to be able to
draw from that compendium of

NM : Yes, I think that is the
case : Gulammohammed Sheikh,
Bhupen [Khakhar], to some extent
even Vivan [Sunandaram].
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DK : And is there a common
conversation beyond your individual works about that issue?
NM : Yes, there has been.
Unlike the present generation of
artists who are very busy. We’ve
had very good moments together,

just sitting in each other’s studios
and speaking about each other’s
work in a constructive critical way.
Till today I remember these
moments very vividly. It may have
been a passing remark, or something that has caught someone’s
eye and the artist has spoken
about it. That’s a precious moment.
And I really cherish the kind of
exchange that we’ve had.
DK : Just parenthetically,
I was wondering if at some stage
it might be interesting to bring you
guys together again and to
go back to that story, which is
probably very rich and quite
complex and it would be interesting with hindsight to take up some
of the threads, to think in terms
of a project.
NM : Sabih [ Ahmad ] is at this
moment archiving in Gulam
[ Sheikh ] and Nilima [ Sheikh ]’s
studio ( his wife ), and then plans to
come over to Bombay, so bit by bit.
DK : It could be a very good
base. Sabih who might already
have ideas—
NM : And we do relay things
between us. For example Nilima
has been working with Agha
Shahid Ali’s poetry for a long time.
He was a Kashmiri poet, and some
of the things that he has written
she has used in her scrolls, etc. on
Kashmir, as that is her subject.
Two years ago at a book
market in Amsterdam, I discovered
this book of Faiz’s, which had been
translated with a lot of freedom by
Agha Shahid Ali. Faiz agreed to it
and so they published it. And the
preface to the book is a very
fascinating piece; it’s on translation and gaining in translation (and
not “lost in translation”). And Agha
Shahid Ali goes into the whole
history of his relationship with Faiz,
and how for Faiz a certain kind of
music was very popular but also

very classical in India and Pakistan. He tried to write for the
ghazal. And to translate ghazal into
English is well nigh impossible, but
Agha Shahid Ali attempted it and
I think he has done a brilliant job.
Because in English it sounds too
sweet and cloying almost, but
to bring back that dignity of that
ghazal in English was a big
challenge for him and I think he
was very successful with that
translation. And for me that
particular poem In Search of
Vanished Blood epitomizes the
Partition in every possible way.
And every time there have been
sectarian problems and violence
this poem completely comes
to mind. These are the things, like
juxtapositions between artists,
between Nilima [Sheikh] and
myself. I chose this poem and
worked on it for the show that I had
with Nilima at Art Basel in 2011,
where she had the piece she’s
been working on in Kashmir.
DK : In the video play, the
poem now figures as a projection
onto the hidden face, or rather
masked by cloth ( fig. f). But as
there was a lot of testing and trying
going on in the construction of the
work, what were some of the other
routes that you had taken in terms
of dealing with such a pivotal
poem?
NM : I didn’t want to recite it.
It was too overpowering, too
topical in a sense. I wanted to open
it up. The veil over the face has a
double connotation : it gives you a
sense of anonymity but at the
same time it is a means of torture
because when you cover a face
like this and throw water onto, the
person inside can drown just with
that moist cloth. And opposite you
have the thumb print, which is so
important today, every time you
have to identify yourself. Especially
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in the part of the world we come
from, every time there is a border
crossing you are under suspicion.
So these are the two axes that I
wanted to place side by side. And
by putting that poem I actually
wanted to tempt the spectator to
look for the real poem ( fig. g).
DK : I would be quite interested in discussing how, within
your video work, skins can become
reading surfaces, how they also
become the site of re-inscribing
realities and therefore become the
supports, as if the piece were
saying, even though the body is
fragile, even though it is often
thinned out and made to disappear
it still is the site where any of the
larger ethical concerns you might
have as an artist have to solidify;
they have to pass through the
visceral and the bodily level and
cannot just happen on a discursive
or institutional level. I’m not sure
how to pose the question exactly,
what do you think?

e

f

LJ : Yesterday you mentioned
how the body can also be considered a site of memory in the
physical aspect.
NM : Yes, and also how when
one grows older you begin to know
it more. You begin to converse with
your body much more and you
don’t take things for granted, and
perhaps you shouldn’t when you
are younger. You know there is a
writer, Rupert Sheldrake who has
done work on memory in objects.
DK : Yes, and in plants.
NM : He started his research,
and he speaks about this to prove
how he is right. For example if you
are sitting and someone is staring
at your back, you are aware of it
and you turn around. And so taking
that as his motive to search further,
he believes that this can go into
other spheres; even such a thing

g

as the inanimate object has a
sense of memory. Taking that point
of view, the organs of the body
have a sense of memory, which
may carry on from your parents,
but has nothing to do with DNA but
has to do with memory itself. Some
people find Sheldrake totally
bogus. But I think there is something there which needs to be
looked at because it is something
that nobody in the scientific world
has, because it has so much to do
with empiricism, and you cannot
prove this empirically.
The other thing is that there have
been instances of women characters who have felt in a different way,
sympathies and things of this
nature, for example the character
Antigone. Judith Butler has written
a book called Antigone’s Claim :
Kinship Between Life and Death. And
this comes very close to things
that have been happening in the
area of sectarian violence because
Antigone wants to bury her
brother; she will be killed by the
king, because she wants to bury
her brother. This kind of need for a
woman to perform her duties and
to be by her family is something
that is characteristic of the female
psyche because of blood relationships. The blood relationships
become a very strong tie; and I
think that this is something that
one intuitively understands as
woman. And I don’t think that it’s
not available to men, but I think
they have not been able to get in
touch with it. It’s very important
that things of this nature are
spoken about so that it becomes
more of a universal concern rather
than something that women have
intuitively felt and are not even able
to speak about really, or structure it
in our minds. All that constituted
the need to have the body stigmatized in some sense. Because after
all when you look at a tree you
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know the years of the tree by
looking at the growth rings in the
tree. In a face, you don’t see the
years that have gone by, or the
thoughts going through the
person. Suppose one would see
them; how would they look like?
The thought is so secretive, and
the experience too, in one sense.
How much can one communicate?
DK : Listening to you, to the
way you talk about the body brings
to mind the palimpsest in terms of
the layering of different levels,
different temporal orders—
NM : But also traces, the
traces are just as important. And
then I come to another piece of
literature, which is the only novel
that Rilke wrote.
DK : Yes, The Notebooks of
Malte Laurids Brigge. In what sense
did this text work into your piece?
NM : Some of the imagery in
Rilke was very close to what I was
working on. He looks at the side of
the building that has been demolished partly and that wall has
traces of the toilet and the whole
pipe system. And he is totally
disgusted with this. He comes from
an aristocratic family, but has
become very poor and cannot live
up to the expectations of his own
mind of that aristocracy. And then
he is constantly being pulled into
this poverty line of dirt, and that
slightly psychotic feeling that
he has of those pipes and the dirt
through the pipes. That is an
imagery that I find very attractive.
DK : If I remember well, Malte
famously opens with a scene
where the protagonist is in his
room and he is either sleeping or
waking up from sleep and realizes
the porosity of that space and the
influx of—and I think psychotic is
quite a good adjective—the urban
environment; which becomes an

analogy of the human nervous
system. So we have a kind of
dissolution of the body limits, of
bodily borders.
NM : Also there is a moment
where his arms sail away from him.
That was really a queer feeling; I
mean where was his arm going?
Anyway, in Rilke’s novel things are
removed, traces are left, traces
upon traces become then the
memory structure.
DK : Rilke is also interesting
in terms of a certain merging of
psychic and social space; which
reminds me of the question I
wanted to address about the place
of feminist concerns in your work
in terms of a social movement.
I am not quite sure how to ask the
question. Of course there are
various signs in the work, which
are on an iconographic level (very
simply, the presence of a woman
actress, your voice etc.). But I’m
wondering if we could talk about
feminism within your art practice
beyond illustration or instrumentalization, and instead as something
slightly more complicated or less
expected : have you been thinking
about the relation between the
socio-political project of feminism
on the one hand side and the
actual formal nature of your
shadow plays on the other? Do
they have a specific productive
relationship, for example, in the
way the movement of the images
in your shadow plays is correlated
with the materiality of the image
itself? As a spectator I perceive in
your work both the modernist
methodologies of fragmentation
and recombination of imagery and
a rather complicated sense of
coherence which goes against the
grain of anything post-modern. It’s
conceptually quite hard to specify,
but maybe I can ask you if you
see your work, in a way, active in
redirecting the sense of what
feminism is within the arts.
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NM : I’ll give you a flat answer
to start with. You noticed that the
protagonist is a female, you
noticed that the voice is female; if it
were male would you notice it?
DK : I think I would! (both
laughing) But I get your point!
NM : But to talk about the
shadow play, there is one aspect
that I noticed after making my first
shadow plays : Darkness is more
potent than light. It just needs a
shadow and you can obliterate
light. So that is an interesting
motive that I kept in my mind in
terms of how quickly one can
overshadow light. If you take that
further with ideas : how quickly
something that has to do with
enlightenment or revelation can be
completely destroyed, and very
quickly, by the “shadow of doubt”
or a moment of skepticism. I think
that that’s one aspect of the
shadow. Because a shadow is very
strong, it has no materiality and
yet it’s so strong.
DK : Well, feminist philosophers like Luce Irigaray, for
example, have referred to “shadows” as powerful sites of thought
in terms of criticizing phallocentrism. They used the shadow in a
very material sense, for example
the vagina as opposed to the
phallus, which in a paternalistic
logic is invisibility, but feminists
such as Irigaray explore very
powerfully the fact that this is not
just invisibility; it is another kind of
place. I don’t know if you have any
relation to that generation of
feminists and their thinking?
NM : I have read Irigaray—
and yes, it’s true. But it can take on
many connotations and I think it
has the potency to take on various
kinds of metaphors, therefore it still
continues to fascinate me to use
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shadows, to obliterate with
shadows, to also structure and
create, and also to superimpose.
So there are many layerings and
devices to be used and explored
within the concept of a shadow
play. I’m still thinking about it and
working on it.

about the body, and I now would
like to approach the topic through
what seem to me to be highly
telling details, like the medical
instruments.

DK : Having read some texts
about your work, I don’t recall a
very specific sense of your work
being in relation to feminism. Apart
of course from the concept of the
language of hysteria and Veena
Das—

DK : Yes, the chirurgical
instruments, the torture instruments, which are maybe also
instruments of examination, in the
fully ambivalent sense of “examination.” Can you say a little bit
about their presence in the work?

NM : And Whitney Chadwick
to some extent.

NM : The instruments cut
through a butterfly, they cut
through this man who is being
examined and they sort of form
shadows over many of the aspects
of the people in the cylinders. So
it’s like the post-mortem, it works
on two sides. First, often there’s a
post-mortem when there has been
a murder, an accident or a death.
Often it’s also done because it has
not been very clear how that
person has lost his or her life, and
then the post mortem is supposed
to reveal how that death took place
(how much that can really help I’m
not sure). Second, it’s also opening
up the body to the gaze of people
who have nothing to do with that
body.

DK : Would you say that
concerns of a more post-humanist
nature are in balance with feminism; or is feminism a kind of
continuing thread going through
post-humanist concerns in the
work?
NM : Yes, I think there is a
thread going through feminist
concerns. I also think it’s a reaction
because the younger women
artists tend to believe that it is a
dépassé ideology. You just have to
open a newspaper in India to see
how many girl-children are being
slaughtered or how much infanticide there is, and what child
marriage is about and dowry debts
and so on. So on one level, women
in the constitution of India are free
to be whatever they are, but it
doesn’t percolate in society. And I
don’t think it is the case even in
Europe, which is more liberating
for women. You just have to open
Vogue magazine to see that you
have to be young and pretty to be
in the field. I think that there is so
much still to be done in that area.
As it becomes a lopsided onesided concern it’s never going to
change.
DK : We started out talking

NM : The post-mortem
instruments!

DK : In a slightly different
sense, as a viewer, I take these
instruments as a metonymical
instance, indicating points of entry,
or ambivalent sites of involvement
where my imaginary hand as
spectator is placed close to them.
I think what is implied here, too,
is the question of proportion and
scale which I think must be of
over-arching importance in the
piece. Of course the instruments
are projected, they are big, but still
you imagine them as potentially
being put into your hands or you
imagine some absent body that
manipulates the instruments. How

do you think about proportion?
I mean just starting from a primal
aspect of deciphering how big a
picture will be, how small something will be, how readable, how
unreadable, but also of course the
situation of the spectator moving
in space. What are your ideas
about that?
NM : Well, I try to work out the
scale with drawings. For example
by using a simple lamp to try to
create a shadow and imitate the
space in some sense and to see
what would be the scale of that
instrument. But the metaphor that I
also had was that you have the
sign-language which is trying to
communicate, and there is a notion
aligned here that this instrument
can be picked up by a hand, which
you see is not in the picture, really,
but it is implied that there will be a
hand that picks up the instrument
to cut up a body. So that feeling of
the absence of that hand is very
vital to looking at the instrument—
this is important. But also it would
be a gigantic hand, a big hand that
would be trying your fate. So these
are things that do play a part : how
one puts an object in, and what it is
going to do.
DK : Probably most of your
works that I have seen exude a
vivid sense about the importance
of scale. In the 42 part-piece Listening to the Shades we [the Burger
Collection] showed in Berlin3, the
image size is always the same, but
the imaginary sizes are wildly
varied; accordingly in your
Documenta piece there is the motif
of the “monster”, for example, a
metaphor for something limitless
all of a sudden becoming a mark
on the forehead of a human figure.
I’m really interested in knowing a
little bit more about that kind
of play or montage of contrasts
in your work.
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NM : Well, when you look at
the monster in the cylinder, in a
sense you are not very sure where
you are placed, and how large this
monster is. In a sense it changes
your idea of perspective as it’s
physical. But the moment you see
it on the forehead of the woman it
becomes very small—it becomes
like a thought, like a thought
bubble; and I use a lot of thought
bubbles.
DK : Or it becomes an almost
Kafkaesque insect-thought.
NM : Yes. Because it is
contained within the face, but
when you see it solitary in the
cylinder it is sort of floating and it’s
up there so you’re not quite sure
how to relate to that perspective.
And then it goes into other
aspects; it also runs with the dogs.
The dog is running one way, and
the dragon is running the other
way, but they almost collide. So
you have another layering there.
DK : I think it’s fascinating
because the critical literature on
your work often mentions how the
mythic and the everyday collapse
or merge in your work. But as we
can see, it’s not only the motif, but
also the physical relation to
something that you can contain
within your “body space,” so to
speak; let’s just, for a moment,
imagine our hands moving forward
the way they can, delineating a
space in which you can contain a
figure, within this space of the
everyday so to speak, or individual
bodily space, like an extended
womb almost. So I’m wondering
whether that push is to be found in
your work, one towards the space
of the everyday—in terms of that
bodily space—, and whether it is
something that you willingly retain
in your work while doing larger and
larger pieces?
NM : Yes!
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DK : This bodily space of the
everyday is, I feel, a kind of
connecting bridge between the
actual physical viewer in space
and anything that goes on on the
level of the work’s discourse (myth,
for example) or montage (of
images or sounds for example). In
a sense I feel that through this
bodily space one is, as spectator,
“infected,” beyond the actuality of
viewing your piece, by the work,
which in turn would have consequences on how one would look at
the surroundings once one is
outside the piece.
NM : Well I hope so! ( laughing )
DK : Well, I am trying to give it
a name, or describe the function of
that mundane bodily space as really
the travelling element that goes
“from here to there”; also imagining
your work as being placed somewhere in, or related to that kind of
space. I’m not sure at all that that is
how you think about it.
NM : No, I do, I do. In fact,
when we set up the whole thing,
we hadn’t fine-tuned it, but we
were just examining what else was
needed to fine-tune it. It was
almost like a video frieze, but
everything below presented the
mundanities of life, whether it was
the fire-escape sign, all the
switches and everything, it’s all
there! Like a frieze in a palace or in
a church, where everything you
need for daily life is right down
there. And then you have these
things, which are happening on top
which could be narratives from the
Bible. So hopefully when one is
finally out of the space, some of
those concepts, which are in the
frieze, come together and come
apart.
DK : What is implied in the
term “frieze”?
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NM : When I say frieze, it’s the
formalistic aspect of a frieze. The
work you saw in Paris4 is more like
a proscenium, and so far it has
more or less been a proscenium
whereas this is the first time I have
a work completely surrounding
you. It had to be at a higher level
because of the kind of room it is in
etc. But in this moment I had to, in
my mind, understand the form I’m
using and where it comes from,
and therefore what occurred was
the word “frieze,” the “video
frieze.”
But having said that, when an
artist made a frieze or any of the
so-called sacred objects, whether
they were in a temple or a church,
there were many aspects of his or
her life that went into it. It may have
been the form of Christ carrying
the cross, etc., but the features
and the clothes, it all had so much
to do with the daily lives of people
around the artist; and because
there was the agenda from the
patron that said, “Do this, that, and
the other.” Sure, he did, but within
the substructures and the subnarratives there was something
else going on. I haven’t seen a
frieze by this artist, but certainly if
you see the paintings of Grünwald,
and how the flesh tones are, then
you realize, heavens knows what
was going on in his head! It’s not
so much the sacred, I’m more
interested in the profane. And
actually the origins of working in
reverse painting also has to do
with the Chinese who were trading
postcard-sized glass paintings in
South India—
DK : How so?
NM : They’re pornographic
images. I’ve seen the whole
collection with a collector in
Ahmedabad. The Indian artists of
the 18th century changed the form
from the profane to the sacred.
They started to paint gods and
goddesses encrusted with jewels,

a very ornate and decadent art. So
I wanted to bring back this sacred
form, which the Indian artists had
transformed, back to profanities
which was started by the Chinese
artists. So that’s my first agenda
with using reverse painting. It has
always been going on. You know,
the artist Hussain had done an
image of Sita and the Hindu
fanatics ran after him with all sorts
of court cases, and asking him,
“Would you paint your mother’s
breasts?” He chooses to use a
Hindu mythic figure like Sita, and
what right does he have? He’s a
Muslim. So that was another
reason why. Because the Hindu
fanatics are trying to make edits
out of Hinduism itself. Almost to
make the Ten Commandments out
of a huge glossary of things that
are in this thing called Hinduism. It
was in protest against that that I
started to make images of Sita and
Radha in a manner that I felt fit.
Because, after all, when you see an
image of any of these gods or
goddesses it was an artist who
made them! So I continued that
prerogative, not to do with the
sacred part of it, but to put right
the idea of Hinduism as I know it,
as being a very free and open kind
of way of life, not even a religion!
DK : You’re touching upon the
political problem of pluralism not
only in India I would say, but
generally, and I’m probably shifting
the discussion now, because I’m
interested in how you as an
artist-citizen feel about the
necessary or available ways to
discuss the suppression of
pluralism. Just to start I would be
interested to hear your thoughts
about where, either in your region
or generally, you see the most
interesting initiatives to talk about
that and to really bring it up.
Because I’m not sure the media is
able to do that and I’m not sure
that academic research in all cases
is an ideal place either (although

there are of course very valuable
contributions). So what are your
thoughts on that?
NM : Yes, you’re right. There
is a lot of excellent work being
done by academics, huge amounts
of work, but it doesn’t spread out,
it’s just within the walls of academia. Art is one area where that is
possible, I think. And what I think is
very interesting is things having
taken place spontaneously, like the
Jaipur Literature Festival; it’s
amazing how that whole issue of
Rushdie was all over the world, in a
flash like that. And everyone
became aware of fanaticism. It
isn’t a structured festival; it started
in a very organic way. And now
there are two young artists in
Kerala who are starting the first
biennale in India in Kochi, the
Kochi-Muziris Biennale. And I hope
some of the zeitgeist that you see
in Jaipur will happen there too.
DK : And what forms of art
could be positive in this process?
NM : Well, wall drawings, for
example. I would go and make a
wall drawing; I would just have to
go and take a bit of charcoal with
me. Things of that nature. Or
graffiti, public spaces, public art,
discourses of that nature, people
coming and speaking even.
Something of that nature would
certainly change people’s attitudes, as we have seen already
happen, or at least ideas will
percolate into other parts of
society.
It’s xenophobia, you see,
because even today where we live
in South Bombay which is a very
sophisticated area, if you have a
tree, somebody starts to put a
mark on it, somebody comes and
puts a sacred thread on it, and
then you have a temple. And then
you want to get rid of it because
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people are coming there and
putting old flowers… It’s a stress to
remove that. And people come and
hit you with sticks, because a
temple has been made!
LJ : Can street theater be a
space for people to deal with such
matters?
NM : Yes, street theater has
done a lot to raise the conscience
especially with women issues,
caste issues; this is also a very
dynamic area. And people are used
to seeing a lot of street theater.
LJ : Still today?
NM : Till today. And you
wouldn’t believe it, but a lot of flash
dancers perform on the street.
DK : Flash dancers,
interesting!
NM : Yeah, The Caucasian
Chalk Circle, things of this nature
are performed constantly.
DK : With all the professionalization and the service industryaspects of culture, it sometimes
gets hard to view art in a more
organic way, let alone experience
its transformative power. So when
you look at that kind of situation,
and we are also in one of the
situations right now with Documenta 13, what do you feel are its
specific potentials, but also maybe
some of the pitfalls?
NM : What I find really
problematic today—and it’s getting
more and more popular—is the art
fairs. I think there is now starting
up something called “art fair art.”
Which I think is really a pity
because it’s just sales-oriented. So
artists are perhaps being pushed
by the galleries or consciously
there is a feeling that they need to
make something that might sell.
And that it isn’t being banished

from their minds! Instead of saying
I want to make something because
I feel an urge to make something,
which may be a failure, but I want
to do it. So even my gallery Galerie
Lelong, which is a very old gallery,
is concerned; they have solo
shows of artists—artists love to
have solo shows—but hardly
anybody comes! To the extent that
he [Jean Frémon] has a neighbor in
the 8th arrondissement who has
been asking for a certain type of
work. Now the director found the
work and he said “Why don’t you
come over and have a cup of
coffee and I’ll show you the work,”
and he said, “Well, next week is the
Art Basel art fair, take it to Basel
and I will see it there.” I mean, it
sounds absurd, no?! (laughing) To
take this work to Basel and the
guy’s next door! So this I find very
alarming.
Here in Kassel at least you
have Song Dong making a mountain, behind you [in the Karlsaue
opposite the Orangerie building];
and this you don’t find at an art fair.
So that’s what’s really good about
something like the Documenta. It’s
a platform where you can do things
that are not necessarily commercial.
DK : The space of trying out is
protected to a certain degree. Yes,
and if we’d switch sides and ask
about the notion of the public use
of what one is doing? In our own
case of a private collection this will
start with very simple and basic
tasks, like acquiring pieces, taking
care of them, making sure that
pieces are shown continually and
as much as possible. It’s somewhat comparable to making a
book, you try and make the object
perfect, but when it does not arrive
into the hands of the reader it
doesn’t have any use, and lacks
“reality.” So, building from that
very basic element towards
thinking about public use really is
one of the major tasks. This

obviously is far from being our
exclusive idea, but we are thinking
about how to engage with that kind
of notion of publicness on various
levels; and maybe in terms of you
being one of the artists in that
collection would you like to react
to this? If you would suggest
anything at all to a private collection as both an idea and organization what would that be? Could
there be a specific role for the
private collection that is not just
replicating the “museum” model?
NM : I think what you have
started already is very dynamic.
What you’ve curated so far is a
terrific way to go. As yet there is no
venue for Burger Collection as
such. That would be a direction,
which I think would be quite valid.
I’m completely for museums as
you probably know and I’m
completely for spaces with areas
of contemplation, I mean it’s
important to have that. I miss it in
India, I miss it in our part of the
world. After all some of the big
museums have come from private
collections, if you look at the
United States : the Paul Getty
Foundation, the Norton Museum,
the Isabella Stewart Gardner
Museum. All these places have
come from private collections. I
went to visit the Pamela and
Richard Kramlich Collection in San
Francisco. Later it will go to a
bigger space in Napa Valley, no
doubt. They’re very generous, they
have an in-house curator who
turns things around. And we were
shown every part of the house. It
was quite wonderful to see how
things were integrated into the
spaces.
DK : We don’t have a permanent space at this stage, because
we like to ask many questions
related to the larger situation, to
the contemporary complexity in
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the art world, to multi-regionality,
etc. It is for this reason that we
have created the Quadrilogy
project in order to find out—and to
be precise about—how to relate to
artists from different regions in the
world. It’s a process that eventually
will inform the future structure.

to where you started as an artist.
More specifically, can you say
something about the institutional
context at the beginning of your
itinerary in the 1960s when you
were at the Sir Jamshedjee
Jeejeebhoy School of Art in
Bombay?

NM : It just occurred to me
what Johan [ Pijnappel ] once
advised the Queensland Art Gallery
in Brisbane. The Queensland Art
Gallery was a small space. This is
where they would have the APT,
the Asia Pacific Triennial of
Contemporary Art. Then they got
ambitious and they were going to
make a huge extension to the
museum. An enormous amount of
money went into making this
extension. So finally Johan was
there and they were talking to him
and he said : “You know, with the
amount of money you spent, you
now have no money to house the
art! So it’s ridiculous to have the
architecture; what you should have
done—now it’s too late—you
should have kept all the art storage
and float your exhibitions around;
there are enough buildings around!
You don’t have to spend all that
money, once that money is spent
it’s gone and then you will be
forced to constantly use that
museum in that particular space.
You’ll be stuck, you’ll be in the
ground.” I thought it was a brilliant
idea because you know if you have
a warehouse space, you have all
the artworks there, everything you
have catalogued and then there
are venues enough. And that could
be the “East-West” : you float it
around. And then you reconfigure
your exhibition every time, which is
exciting. It is a unique collection
because I don’t know anybody that
is collecting from the East and
West.

NM : Well, first of all, there
were no galleries really, except two
galleries that were family run, and
they had a watch shop next door
because art didn’t sell. Just for the
love of it they would have an area
to put pictures. The fact is that 300
years of British rule in India almost
erased anything called art, so we
had to start all over again. I was in
Paris for two and a half years in the
early 1970s. Everyone said, “Why
don’t you stay on, you could stay?”
And I said, “No, why stay on? To do
what? Here’s this new country, we
have to do things!” In the art
schools which were run with the
British system, they were still, even
after independence, teaching us
the old tradition of oil painting, like
Augustus Edwin John and the like.
And then we had these old Greek
statues to draw from, Zeus and
Aphrodite and what have you.
That’s when I started thinking,
“What are we doing with these
things, who are they?” Let me start
bloody reading who is Aphrodite
and what does she have to do with
me?! ( all laughing )
This is why I think many of
my colleagues of my generation
have gone elsewhere to finish their
post graduate work, but we came
back. It was to start creating the
contemporary image : We’d think,
for example, about the fall of the
Indian body and about how we’d
often sit on the floor. What
emerged were questions like,
“How does this body sit on the
floor? What is the color of our skin?
How do I make a highlight on
brown skin?” I knew how to do a
highlight on white skin, but how
would I do it on black skin? It had

DK : That was precisely what
we thought and why we’re doing
this now. But let me briefly go back

to work. And this was when a lot of
us started to look at our own
traditions. Some of the work that
has come out of the tribal areas,
the Kalighat paintings, the miniatures; I mean, the early miniatures,
before the genre got mixed up with
the times of the British which were
associated with the hybrid
so-called Company school.
DK : For a few years now,
a very market driven idea of Indian
art has taken a firm hold on our
way of perceiving art from the
region, which in turn eclipses
autochthonous history and local
traditions. I guess you must see
this with both bewilderment and a
great distance.
NM : I think the tragic moment
was when the auction house
Christie’s came to India. There
were two things that I was sad
about : first, the Indian state did not
think it necessary to support the
arts hence we have had no art
spaces for experimenting, showing
and developing art, no structures
like a Kunsthalle that Germany,
France, or Switzerland have in
abundance, even in small cities.
I missed this terribly. I remember
having had a residency in Braunschweig and how fantastic it was
that even the man on the street
would talk about the art in the
museums. Nowadays, everyone
talks about the museum being
anachronistic, but I think we need
museums in India. You should be
able to see and study works from
your own part of the world anytime;
to know that this is part of your
visual vocabulary makes a big
difference in terms of your wellbeing as an artist. But the Indian
state unfortunately ignored the
importance of culture; and it
continues to ignore it even today.
That’s the biggest tragedy : I still
cannot walk into a museum in India
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and see examples of the Bengal
school. When I talk to a young
student at the J.J. School of Art in
Bombay and he or she doesn’t
know about the Kalighat school,
which for me was the moment of
Indian modernism. For these
young students these examples
are not available, to be looked at or
to be talked about. Students might
have access to the relevant
literature, but they don’t have
access to the visual equivalents,
with the result that our visual
vocabulary is not very sophisticated, as it hasn’t grown. Now
what’s happening is that it’s [art
purchased through auctions]
getting quickly absorbed into the
bourgeoisie. A strange sense of
nationalism has now emerged
because of economic growth. So
Indians around the world as well as
in India itself are buying what they
think is supportive of their national
culture, but it gets completely
absorbed into private collections.
It doesn’t get shown in public, it
doesn’t get shared. And last but
not least we hardly have publications about these traditions.
DK : A certain amount of
distortion in the image of Indian art
seems to stem from a lack of
information, but also from the
“occupation” of existing cultural
platforms by non-specialists, by
non-researchers, by non-artists
who have a very different take on
art, even though not all of them
should of course be lumped in the
same category of people and
enterprises who view art foremost
as a status symbol.
NM : I see a glimmer of hope.
Because earlier on if anybody in
India was doing art history—there’s
only one faculty for art history in
Baroda—that person knew for sure
that he or she’d be a sacrificial
goat probably never even getting a
job. In India a lot of people like that
branched out into different

professional fields before, and we
have lost a lot of art historians
this way. But now things are
opening up since galleries with
Indian art are doing so well, and
therefore there is now a job for
an art historian and some faculties
are opening up, too. ( There is a
new faculty opening up for art
history at Ambedkar University in
New Delhi. ) The profession of an
art historian as well as the general
art field now are finally receiving
some sort validation.
Interviewers :
Daniel Kurjaković
Linda Jensen
The conversation took place
in the Orangerie in Kassel
during the preparation
of Nalini Malini’s new video/
shadow play In Search of
Vanished Blood for Documenta
13 on March 25, 2012.

1) Payal Kapadia,
Cassandra’s Gift, documentary,
color, 20', 2012. See : www.
nalinimalani.com/news.php
2 ) Examples include
http ://naxalrevolution.blogspot.in/
and http ://naxalrevolution.
wordpress.com/
3 ) For more information
about Quadrilogy Part 1, Conflicting Tales see http ://www.
quadrilogy.org/en/node/240
4 ) Remembering Mad Meg
(2007–2011), presented in the
context of the exhibition ParisDelhi-Bombay (Centre Georges
Pompidou, 2011)

New York:
W.W. Norton &
Company, 1949
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The Burger Collection, with its multiregional collection of art, embarked
on a new phase in the Quadrilogy, its
exhibition and research project, in
2011. It launched its own research
with the first seminar Showing
Without Telling about the transcultural dynamic in contemporary
art. Participants included artists
Bani Abidi (Karachi/Berlin), Damien
Roach (London), and Barthélémy
Toguo (Paris/Bandjoun), the critic
and writer Manuel Cirauqui
(Valencia/New York) as well as the
researchers Alexandra Chang (New
York) and Stephen Ching-Kiu Chan
(Hong Kong). The research was
established as an extension of the
Theory/Conversations section,
published on the Quadrilogy website
(www.quadrilogy.org) and consists
of an on-going series of seminars,
conversations, lectures and
workshops at various sites in
different regions of the world.

Showing Without Telling:
Alternative Approaches to the
Trans-Cultural System of Art?

The seminar also addressed the role
of the private collection within the
system of contemporary art. The
term “collection” nowadays seems
to be mainly understood as an
organization that acquires, stores,

The Collection as Social Sculpture?

In May 2012, the Burger Collection,
together with Asia Art Archive,
hosted a panel discussion as part of
the Backroom Conversations during
the Hong Kong International Art Fair
2012 entitled The Collection as Social
Sculpture? In recent decades, the
prospect of going-public appeared
as an increasingly interesting option
for private art collections and
foundations. But while this process
sometimes generates positive
results and adds to a more
diversified manifestation of art, the
process can also be deplored as
a publicity-seeking trend, lacking
in professional rigor, convincing
cultural engagement or artistic
relevancy in the long run. Private
collections and foundations that
have gone public have been aware
of the divided perceptions towards
their undertakings. They therefore

and lends works of art. But how can
a private collection expand such
known tasks and become more
broadly enmeshed in the social
fabric? What transformations are
necessary for the collection to
eventually become a social medium
engaging with the concerns of civil
society? The collection as social
medium aims at different levels
of understanding by examining
its reliable public use. What
operations have to be taken into
consideration in terms of a
constitution of an authentically
public use of a collection?

Panel sponsored by Home Affairs
Bureau, Hong Kong, additional
support from Burger Collection,
Platform, Yana & Stephen Peel. Media
Partners: ArtAsiaPacific, Time Out.

The podcast of the panel discussion
is available on the website of Asia
Art Archive: http://www.aaa.org.hk.

The invited panelists were Rahaab
Allana (Curator, Alkazi Foundation
for the Arts, New Delhi), Toby Kamps
(Curator of Modern and
Contemporary Art, The Menil
Collection, Houston), Fram Kitagawa
(Chairman of Art Front Gallery Co.
Ltd., President of
Gendaikikakushitsu Publishers,
General Director for Echigo-Tsumari
Art Triennial, General Director for
Setouchi International Art Festival),
panel moderated by Daniel
Kurjaković, Curator/Head of
Program, Burger Collection, Hong
Kong.

need to address the ethics of their
activities in relation to artists, to the
institutional art world, to the art
market, to diverse art audiences and
to society at large. Today, private
collections both in the East and in
the West seem compelled to think
about, and respond to questions
about their function not only within
the circumscribed confines of the art
world, but more and more also in
relation to culture at large including
civic concerns and endeavors.

The Notebooks
of Malte Laurids
Brigge

Reaching beyond some of the
neo-ethnic takes on art from
different regions in the 1990s, but
also questioning the more recent
inclusion of art in the agenda of
geopolitical discourse, Showing
Without Telling explored how art is
conceived of as a specific form of
communication between different
regions. The seminar served as a
platform for the trans-cultural
conversation in artistic practice, one
of the key concerns of the
Quadrilogy. Even though transcultural dialogue has a decisive
place in contemporary descriptions
of global art, its potential to
enlighten the multi-regional
condition of contemporary art
seems underappreciated. One
apparent problematic is how
trans-culturality is dealt with within
the art field. Two co-ordinates were
charted as essential when mapping
a discussion around trans-culturality
in artistic practice: applying sound
historical frames to contemporary
phenomena and maintaining a
comparatistic approach to art within
the wider cultural field.

Rainer Maria Rilke

a (exhibition view)
Atul Dodiya
Sayno Bolona, 2008
Group of 10 paintings: oil, acrylic and
marble dust on canvas; 9 metal
shutters with enamel paint, auto-body
solder and etched nameplates on mild
steel; Canvas: 228 × 152 cm; metal
shutters: 122 × 91 cm / 107 × 76 cm /
107 × 61 cm / 91 × 61 cm / 61 × 46 cm;
entire: 228 × 914 cm
© Atul Dodiya

Conflicting Tales:
Subjectivity (Quadrilogy, Part 1)
September 5 – December 13,
2009, Berlin

b (exhibition view)
Nalini Malani
Listening to the Shades,
no. 1– 42, 2008
Acrylic, ink und enamel on acrylic
sheet, audio; 54 × 73,6 cm each
© Nalini Malani
Grayson Perry
Taste and Democracy, 2004
Glazed ceramic, 41 × 26 cm
© Grayson Perry
Grayson Perry
An Ultimate Consumer
Durable, 2005
Glazed ceramic, 65 × 45 cm
© Grayson Perry

a

c (exhibition view)
Jaume Plensa
Tel Aviv Man IX, 2006
Steel; suspension wire;
190 × 130 × 95 cm
© Jaume Plensa
b

Hugo Markl
Mamatschi, 2007
Aluminum; 176 × 224 × 176 cm
© Hugo Markl
Fiona Banner
Full Stop, 2001
Steel, black paint; 90 cm diameter
© Fiona Banner
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The Burger Collection started its
Quadrilogy project with the group
show Conflicting Tales in Berlin in
2009. Scenes of conflict and
antagonism, scenes of disagreement and discord were the motifs
for this opening exhibition. With
this premise, Conflicting Tales
engaged with subjectivity, not an
interior view, but an engagement
with the field of tension that opens
between the individual and society.
How does the individual deal with
societal ideas, rules, and models?
Through what decisions does the
individual arrive at the position that
he or she ultimately takes vis-à-vis
the others? When and why is the
individual absorbed in society, and
when does he or she resist the
social forces?
Works by more than 35 contemporary artists in the Burger Collection
created an environment wherein
these questions could be raised. It
is the assumption in such a project
that when it is difficult to prove
moral, political and historical
influences on subjectivity, aesthetic experience can become
significant. The relationship
between the exhibition Conflicting
Tales and the aesthetic discourse
of subjectivity was not illustrative;
subjectivity was not the “subject”
of the exhibition, but rather served
as a point of orientation. The works
from the Burger Collection were
therefore placed as these objects
or, rather obstacles against which
notions of subjectivity could be
worked out.

d

e

d
Fiona Banner
Full Stop, 2001
Steel, black paint
100 × 100 × 100 cm
© Fiona Banner
e (exhibition view)
Vittorio Santoro
Monologism as Poetry, 2009
Installation
Glass letters, neon, transformers,
programmed light cycle, electronic
devices, dimension ca. 8 × 13 m
© Vittorio Santoro

f
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f
Collier Schorr
Cut Out Kate, 2006
Photocollage on paper; 57 × 47 cm
© Collier Schorr

Participating Artists
Jaishri Abichandani, Adam Adach,
Monika Baer, Fiona Banner,
Norbert Bisky, Fernando Bryce,
Rafal Bujnowski, Verne Dawson,
Wim Delvoye, Atul Dodiya,
Urs Fischer, Tim Gardner,
Gwon Osang, Sabine Hornig,
Hubbard / Birchler, Bharti Kher,
Douglas Kolk, Lee Dongwook,
Nalini Malani, Hugo Markl,
Olaf Metzel, Muntean / Rosenblum,
Hans Op de Beeck, Grayson Perry,
Jaume Plensa, Damien Roach,
Julian Rosefeldt, Charles Sandison,
Vittorio Santoro, Dennis Scholl,
Collier Schorr, Steven Shearer,
Fiete Stolte, Mathilde ter Heijne,
Paul Winstanley, Zhang Dali

g
Steven Shearer
Poems VI, 2005
Five drawings, charcoal on rag paper;
125 × 92 × 5 cm each, framed
© Steven Shearer
h
Adam Adach
Ivernia, 2005
Oil on canvas
181 × 162 cm
© Adam Adach
i
Mathilde ter Heijne
Mathilde, Mathilde, 2000
Video transferred to DVD
Duration: 4 : 29 min, Loop
© Mathilde ter Heijne
h

g

i

j
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j (exhibition view)
Jaume Plensa
Tel Aviv Man IX, 2006
Steel; suspension wire;
190 × 130 × 95 cm
© Jaume Plensa

Outdoor Projects
During Conflicting Tales, the Burger
Collection ventured into producing
two new works in close collaboration with artists Fiete Stolte and
Vittorio Santoro. These works were
specially produced for Berlin and
in the vicinity of the exhibition site:
The neon installation Monologism as
Poetry by Vittorio Santoro (born
1963) is a powerful piece about
history, amnesia, and anesthesia.
The neon work consists of thirteen
rows of texts, parts of phrases in
which each line is concluded with
the term “AS POETRY” slightly
detached from the first part of the
sentence suggesting a certain
distanciation. A light cycle slowly
fades the neon phrases in and out
at a pre-determined interval,
causing the work to immerse itself
subtly into the urban landscape
while at the same time developing
a subdued and intense presence.

k (exhibition view)
Charles Sandison
The Blind Watch Maker, 2005
Single channel data projection,
computer, text and C++ Code;
© Charles Sandison

l

m
Fernando Bryce
Bismarck TV, 2008
Bismarck bust (bronze), 5 books
(“Weltall und Menschheit”),
monitoring camera, monitor,
display case; 161 × 150 × 75 cm;
© Fernando Bryce

k

m

Fiete Stolte’s (born 1979) Night
between 7th and 8th Day / 27th Week /
2009 is a bronze embedded into the
ground at the outdoor entrance to
the exhibition site at Zimmerstraße
90-91. The bronze with similar
measurements of a bed—or a
tomb—is embossed with a
cavity-like formation. This relief is a
remnant of a nocturnal experiment
whereby the artist slept on a
mattress that registers imprints of
bodily pressures, normally used for
medical purposes. Stolte chose
the night between the 7th and 8th
day of the week, a conception of
his own that subverts the relation
between experience and time.

n
38

l (exhibition view)
Sabine Hornig
The Destroyed Room, 2005
Wall, glass, Duraclear
144 × 251 cm
© Sabine Hornig and VG Bild-Kunst,
Bonn 2009
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n (exhibition view)
Fiete Stolte
Night between 7th and 8th Day /
27th Week / 2009, 2009
Bronze, 200 × 90 × 4 cm
Installation embedded into the ground
© Fiete Stolte

Public Programs
The public program of Conflicting
Tales included conversations with
the artists represented in the
exhibition, round-tables, performances, a seminar with students
of the Freie Universität Berlin lead
by Jürgen Dehm and resulting in a
Live Speakers Program directed
towards visitors of the exhibition, a
video screening with graduates of
the Universität der Künste (UdK) in
collaboration with the Temporäre
Kunsthalle Berlin, a curatorial
workshop with candidates of the
Amsterdam de Appel Curatorial
Program including the kind
participation of outstanding Berlin
organizations like the DAAD
(Ariane Beyn), Tanas (René Block),
and Program, Initiative for Art +
Architecture Collaboration (Carson
Chan). Other round table discussions included participations by
the artist ensemble p-r-o-x-y and
critic Andreas van Dühren. Artist
talks were held with Fernando
Bryce, Teresa Hubbard / Alexander
Birchler, Jaume Plensa, Damien
Roach, Fiete Stolte, and Mathilde
ter Heijne.

Publication
Alongside the exhibition, the
Burger Collection published
Conflicting Tales: Subjectivity
(Quadrilogy, Part 1). The publication is richly illustrated with plates
of the works exhibited. It engendered the discursive context for
the exhibition mainly dealing with
the aesthetic key term subjectivity.
Conflicting Tales kicked off with
essays by a generation of younger
critics, writers and philosophers
such as Manuel Cirauqui, Daniel
Kurjaković, Robert Pfaller, and
Jörg Volbers about the intricacies
and paradoxes of contemporary
subjectivity. Additionally, up and
coming researchers and new
voices in art theory and art history
engaged in a discussion about the
complex and stimulating relationship between artworks and
theoretical discourses: conversation with Manuela Ammer, Manuel
Cirauqui, Berni Doessegger,
Michael Gnehm, Catrin Misselhorn,
Stefan Neuner, Robert Pfaller,
Beate Söntgen, Jörg Volbers,
Frédéric Wecker, and Giovanna
Zapperi are featured in the catalog.
Hardcover, 228 pages,
full color images
Published by Burger Collection
and JRP | Ringier, Zurich
ISBN 978-3-03764-070-8
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the cross-cultural program
Art Hotpot by C & G Artpartment
between Sopot (Poland) and Hong
Kong in 2011-2012

the AAA Backroom
Conversations during the ART HK
fair (from 2007 to the present)

Action Script, the Asia Art
Archive podium discussion on
performance with artist Tehching
Hsieh in 2010

the video The Distance from
Here by Bani Abidi in 2010

the light installation Public
Notice 3 by Jitish Kallat on the
Woman’s Board Grand Staircase at
the Art Institute of Chicago in 2010

the publication Art Spaces
Directory published on the occasion
of the exhibition The Ungovernables
(the second iteration of the New
Museum’s Triennal) in 2012
the AAA Burger Collection
Keynote Lecture during ART HK,
with guest speakers such as Sarat
Maharaj in 2011 and Okwui Enwezor
in 2012

Matt Saunders’ exhibition at
the Renaissance Society in Chicago
in 2010

the independent platform
Writing Fotan, a seminar in the
Fotanian artist studios in Hong Kong
in 2011

Philippe Parreno’s exhibition
at the Serpentine Gallery in London
in 2011

the video and live multi-media
performance by Doug Aitken
entitled Black Mirror, performed in
Athens and Hydra in June 2011

the publication Tradition
Transformed: Tibetan Artists Respond,
published on the occasion of the
exhibition of the same title at the
Rubin Museum in 2011

The following are a selection of
these projects:

One of the key concerns of the
collection is the cultivation of artistic
dialogue by attracting an interested
audience, maintaining a responsible
and dynamic approach to the works,
and developing a future vision for
the collection. Not just an ensemble
of works, the Burger Collection also
engages in arts patronage, and has
helped make possible the realization
of various outstanding endeavors.

Travelling without Moving:
Funding / Works on Loan
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Julian Opie’s Motion Pictures
project, 2003/04

Hubbard / Birchler’s video
House with Pool in 2004

the work Wille, Macht und
Wandel by Herlinde Koelbl at the
Marie-Elisabeth-Lüders-Haus des
Deutschen Bundestages in Berlin
in 2005

Pak Sheung Chuen’s solo
presentation Making (Perfect) World:
Harbour, Hong Kong, Alienated
Cities and Dreams at the Hong Kong
Pavilion during the 53rd Venice
Biennale in 2009

Urs Fischer’s exhibition
Marguerite de Ponty at the New
Museum in New York in 2009

Jitish Kallat
Public Notice 3, Installation on the
Woman’s Board Grand Staircase of the
Art Institute of Chicago
© Art Institute of Chicago

Teresa Hubbard / Alexander Birchler
House With Pool, 2003/2004
© Teresa Hubbard / Alexander Birchler;
Courtesy the artists

In recent years, works from the
Burger Collection have been lent
amongst others to institutions such
as Fundacio Antoni Tapiès,
Barcelona, Bonnefantenmuseum,
Maastricht, The Nasher Museum of
Art, Duke University, North Carolina,
Pinakothek der Moderne, Munich,
Musée d’Art Moderne, Paris,
Moderna Museet, Stockholm,
Museum of Contemporary Art,
Tokyo, Palais de Tokyo, Paris,
Hamburger Kunstverein, Centre
d’Art Contemporain, Lyon,
Serpentine Gallery, London,
Contemporary Arts Center, New
Orleans, Shanghai Museum of
Contemporary Art, National Gallery,
London, Tate Modern, London,
Guggenheim Museum Bilbao,
Institute of Contemporary Art,
Boston, Zentrum für Kunst und
Medientechnologie, Karlsruhe, Art
Space, New Zealand, Venice
Biennale, Museum of Contemporary
Art, Zagreb, Hong Kong Arts Centre,
Singapore Art Museum, São Paulo
Biennial, Witte de With Centre for
Contemporary Art, Rotterdam, Art
Institute of Chicago and Museo
Universitario Arte Contemporáneo
MUAC, Mexico.

The Burger Collection is the patron
of Para/Site (Hong Kong), KHOJ
Alternative Space (New Delhi),
Kunsthalle Zürich, Asia Art Archive,
Hong Kong Museum of Art, C&G
Artpartment and the Asia Society
Hong Kong Center.

Since 2009 and in the years to come,
temporary exhibitions loosely
based on the aesthetic key ideas
of subjectivity, narration, history,
and language are held at different
locations around the world. This
marks a new phase in the Burger
Collection, to the extent that it
involves turning towards a broader
public with a new curatorial concept
of its own. The Quadrilogy manifests
itself in different regions around
the world, and in so doing places the

Since 2005 the works of the Burger
Collection have been available
for view online on the website
www.burgercollection.org. In 2009,
the Burger Collection began the
multi-regional exhibition and
research project entitled Quadrilogy
under the curatorial direction of
Daniel Kurjaković.

The Burger Collection is a private
collection of contemporary art.
Monique Burger and her husband
have been developing the collection,
which unites many media, since the
early 1990s, with emphases in
Euro-American, Indian, and Asian
art. Currently, it includes more than
1100 works by some 200 artists.

Beyond the Confines of Art:
About the Burger Collection and
the Quadrilogy
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The global surge of private collections during the 1990s has put the
question of how collections should
position themselves in a period
of heightened cultural and economic
globalization. What is the private
collection’s role in the present
art system? How does the collection
define its relationships to artists,
intellectuals, art institutions and
audiences? As art collections work
with the premise that art—and
artists’ ideas—represents one of the
vital ways to relate to people and
society, how does a collection itself
advocate the perspectives of artists
and cultural practitioners?

works in specific geo-cultural zones;
the Quadrilogy sometimes re-introduces works in their initial cultural
context of production, sometimes
it creates new site-specific works.
Research on-site, co-operations
with institutions, exhibition sites,
and additional local and international partners deepen the knowledge about the artworks in the
collection and illuminate some of the
transcultural dimensions of contemporary art. The aim of the Quadrilogy
is to generate different perspectives
on both the existing and potential
functions a private collection within
the contemporary art system.

Grazia Toderi
Orbite Rosse (Red Orbits), 2009
two video projections, loop, DVD
variable dimensions, color, stereo
sound; cm. 364 × 970; edition of 5
© Grazia Toderi

Florian Germann
Untitled (Der Werwolf von Wien),
2009
Silver coins framed with American
walnut tree. 73 × 103 cm
Photo by Hans-Jörg F. Walter
Courtesy of BolteLang

Bani Abidi
The Ghost of Mohammad Bin
Qasim, 2006
7 inkjet prints on archival paper
28 × 18,5 cm; Courtesy of Bani Abidi
and Green Cardamom
© Bani Abidi

( Winter, 1981 )
pp. 381– 402

Critical Inquiry, Vol. 8, No. 2,
Writing and Sexual Difference

Mahasveta Devi, “Draupadi”,
Translated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

The University
of Chicago Press
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