


1



2



3

ATUL DODIYA



4



5

ATUL DODIYA

Edited by RANJIT HOSKOTE

THOMAS McEVILLEY

ENRIQUE JUNCOSA

NANCY ADAJANIA

RANJIT HOSKOTE

PRESTEL
Munich · London · New York





Much can be said about fortuitous encounters. It was a chance visit to Mumbai in 1991 that would come to define the 

course our gallery would take in the years to come. This was when I first met Atul Dodiya, at his second solo exhibition. 

We hit it off instantly, to say the least. Viewing those works left me convinced that here was an artist who had great 

command over the vast variety of materials that he would go on to handle.

In subsequent years, I would bump into Atul at Tyeb Mehta’s or Akbar Padamsee’s place or with M F Husain and would 

be intrigued by this young man. He was a brilliant conversationalist with deep knowledge of, and strong opinions 

about, a multitude of topics. The senior artists were in unanimous agreement, quite a miraculous achievement in 

itself, that here was a star in the making.

It is noteworthy that Atul’s formative shows were all huge successes and he was one of the few young artists to earn 

recognition so quickly. His first solo at Vadehra Art Gallery was not until 1999, a fact I still regret! However, I think we 

have made up for lost time with the three seminal solo exhibitions held at the gallery and his participation in several 

group shows. The year 2013 is especially significant in our relationship with Atul because of the fruition of projects like 

this substantial publication and the major survey show at the National Gallery of Modern Art, New Delhi.

A master storyteller, Atul has the uncanny ability to bring together references from art history, politics, popular culture, 

literature, films and media, in a single painting – all coalescing to form complex narratives. The viewer, in turn, is both 

seduced and empowered to construct meaning with his or her own set of references.

Atul’s greatest virtue has always been his intellectual curiosity, and an intense relationship with art-making. It has 

propelled his career over the last two decades, earning him many accolades and invitations to participate at world-

renowned institutions such as the Museo Reina Sofia in Madrid, Tate Modern in London, the Japan Foundation Asia 

Center in Tokyo, the Chicago Cultural Center, Centre Pompidou in Paris, Arken Museum in Copenhagen, Contemporary 

Arts Center in Cincinnati to name a few, as well as in important exhibitions including Documenta 12, the 1st Yokohama 

Triennale, the 7th Gwangju Biennale, the 3rd Moscow Biennale and the 7th Asia Pacific Triennial. 

But, I must reveal, Atul’s stellar status was not achieved by him alone; as the age-old adage goes, behind every 

successful man is a woman, and luckily for him, Atul is fortunate to have the support of two. His wife Anju Dodiya, a 

respected artist herself, and with whom he has shared an enriching intellectual partnership. She has added patience, 

balance and immense sensitivity to his life. And his daughter Biraaj: being a dedicated father to her has played an 

important role in shaping Atul, pushing him to be the best that he can be, to lead by good example and in his own way 

create a better world.

I am fortunate to share a close, and not only a professional, relationship with Atul and thank him for the great friend he 

has been over these years. I would also like to thank Ranjit Hoskote for taking on this immense project and bringing it 

to fruition. I am grateful to the late Thomas McEvilley, and to Enrique Juncosa and Nancy Adajania for their significant 

contributions towards this book. I want to thank Prestel for collaborating with us on this important monograph and 

also Andrew Hansen in particular, our one-point contact at Prestel, for his faith and enthusiasm in partnering with us 

to place serious scholarship on contemporary and modern Indian art on a global platform.

FOREWORD

ARUN VADEHRA
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One of India’s most acclaimed artists, Atul Dodiya refuses to confine himself to a box neatly labelled with a national 

identity; his location in India serves him as a base from which to intervene in a variety of cultural and political histories 

to which the postcolonial self is heir. He wrestles with the anti-art impulse of Duchamp, assimilates Gerhard Richter’s 

insistence on the practice of painting, adapts the vernaculars of popular art that splash themselves across the streets 

of every Indian metropolis, and meditates on the cinema of Bergman, Tarkovsky and Ray. If his beginnings lie in a 

commitment to the easel painting in the late 1980s and early 1990s, despite the overturning of its ascendancy by 

performance, video and the installation in India, his practice has since evolved to embrace a dazzling multiplicity 

of forms and engagements. Dodiya’s paintings, assemblages and sculpture-installations embody a passionate, 

sophisticated response to the sense of crisis he feels, as artist and as citizen, in a transitional society damaged by the 

continuing asymmetries of capital yet enthused by the transformative energies of globalisation.

Since 2000, Dodiya’s work has been presented internationally, with increasing frequency, in museum, biennial and 

other institutional contexts; these include, among others, Documenta 12, the 7th Gwangju Biennale, the 1st Yokohama 

Triennale, the 3rd Moscow Biennale, the 7th Asia Pacific Triennial (Brisbane), as well as Museo Reina Sofia (Madrid), 

Tate Modern (London), the Japan Foundation Asia Center and the Mori Art Museum (both in Tokyo), Kunsthalle Wien 

(Vienna), and Kunstmuseum Bern (Bern).

This book is intended to provide an overview of Dodiya’s career. It brings together a set of informed and sensitive 

accounts of various aspects of Dodiya’s art, written by critics, theorists and curators who have known the artist’s 

work over a considerable period, and have collaborated with him on various projects. In my own essay, ‘Atul Dodiya: 

The Encyclopaedist’s Desire for the World’, which acts as an introduction to Dodiya’s work, I indicate the key themes 

and concerns that have characterised his career over three decades; the essay maps his transition from the easel 

painting to a practice premised on the installation and social space, his adoption of popular art as a political strategy 

of representation, his embrace of research and the Wunderkammer as significant expressive modes, and his invention 

of an artistic genealogy through which to define an amplified, transcultural selfhood.

In his essay, ‘Painted Words’, Enrique Juncosa focuses on the in� mate and mutually replenishing rela� onship between 

image and word, visual expression and poe� c discourse, in Dodiya’s art; in this sensi� ve medita� on, he provides an 

account of key bodies of work in the Dodiya oeuvre, such as Antler Anthology, which emerge at a point of almost 

unbearable tension between poli� cal urgency, poe� c ar� cula� on, and the demands of the visual image, as related to the 

ar� st’s need to engage his audience with an address that is both aesthe� cally rich and ideologically provoca� ve. Thomas 

RANJIT HOSKOTE

PREFACE
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McEvilley’s essay, ‘Atul Dodiya’s Almost Infi nite Regress’, situates Dodiya’s work rigorously across the epochal rupture 

between modernism and postmodernism. This generates a salutary theore� cal armature within which to place Dodiya’s 

career, which was inaugurated in the late 1980s with a deadpan photo-realism in which Hopper and Hockney were 

equally fused; by the mid-1990s, however, Dodiya had renounced this posi� on in favour of a conceptually accomplished 

approach nourished by dialogue with diverse expressive prac� ces spanning pain� ng, sculpture, cinema and poetry.

In her studio conversation with the artist, Nancy Adajania engages Dodiya in a reflective and multi-dimensional 

discussion about his art and its social, cultural and political contexts, prompting unexpected revelations about his work 

process and insights into the connections between his art and the cultural shifts of the 20th and early 21st centuries. 

The deep psychological underpinnings of his practice are evoked through this dialogue: the constant tension between 

ephemerality and solidity, risk and security, pleasure and anguish in his work, as well as the shifting relationship 

between the studio and the neighbourhood, and the fraught encounter between artistic desire and a public sphere 

menaced by illiberal political forces.

This book invites its readers into the alternately pensive and high-spirited art of Atul Dodiya, its negotiations with 

a complex Indian reality and a fast-changing international situation, its cultural specificity as well as its intimate 

relationship to the global history of the avant-garde. As such, the book allows for a plurality of perspectives: for 

instance, while McEvilley presents a more classical late-20th-century approach to the modernist/ postmodernist 

transition as resting on a sharp rupture between world-views, my essay explores a conception of contemporary art as 

drawing on an encyclopaedic desire, which admits both a modernist orientation towards the art object as well as an 

early 21st-century preoccupation with research, the archive and social space. 

I would like to thank Atul Dodiya for a long friendship that has traversed nearly twenty-five years now, for his attentive 

engagement with this project, and for his candid and collegial responsiveness to its contributors. I wish to thank my 

contributors, Enrique Juncosa, Nancy Adajania and Thomas McEvilley, for the seriousness of purpose and depth of 

inquiry that they brought to the task at hand; it will be my everlasting regret that Professor McEvilley did not live to see 

this book in print. Special thanks are due, also, to Divya Thakur and Chandni Mehta of Design Temple for their meticulous 

and inspiring approach to the shape of this book; and to Arun and Roshini Vadehra of the Vadehra Art Gallery, and 

Andrew Hansen of Prestel Verlag, for their sustaining belief in this book and the artist whose work it celebrates.
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hen Atul Dodiya was ten, he suffered an injury to the eye while playing with friends in D K Wadi, 

the century-old, village-like neighbourhood cocooned within the metropolitan sprawl of Bombay, 

where he grew up. The same year, he felt in his bones the absolute conviction that he wanted to be 

an artist. [1] For the next twenty-five years, he would be plagued by the artist’s worst nightmare: 

the fear of impending blindness. Regardless of this, he embraced the life of the studio, committing 

himself to a versatile exploration of the visual arts and culture at large. By the mid-1990s, lesions in Dodiya’s eye led 

him to the edge of severe visual impairment, a condition eventually and permanently remedied by surgery. But by the 

mid-1990s, too, Dodiya’s voracious desire to record a diverse range of experiences by painterly means had already 

made him a front-runner of his generation of postcolonial Indian artists.

A number of paintings that date to the early phase of Dodiya’s career attest to this potentially destabilising yet 

dynamically productive tension in his consciousness. His 1995 solo exhibition at Gallery Chemould, Bombay, may be 

seen in retrospect as an extended confrontation of his predicament, and a celebration of the multiple ways of seeing 

and showing with which he could challenge it. An optical struggle between sharpness and blur, rain and visibility, 

shapes No Fresh Lesions (1994); the title of the painting quotes an ophthalmologist’s post-operative report that finally 

set the artist at rest. In Night Studio (1994), the artist depicted his neighbourhood through the merged perspectives 

of photography, hallucination and an archaeologist’s stratigraphic report. Layering autobiographical details over the 

traces of a photographic documentation of both his home and his home city, he developed Letter from a Father (1994) 

as a palimpsest of image and text, memory and fantasy. [2]

On one side of these canvases, we sense the artist’s fear of darkness and of being deprived of sight; on the other, we 

are seized by his rapturous delight in the visible, in calibrating the density and texture of heterogeneous visualities, 

in asserting the visual faculty and its power to make the unseen visible. Indeed, I would suggest that the increasingly 

encyclopaedic desire for the world that has come to distinguish Dodiya’s art practice over three decades—the 

imperative to stretch his pictorial space to include a maximal density of detail, a plenitude of artistic and literary 

references, archival testimony and phantasmagoric departures—might well encode a response to the threat that had 

long menaced him, articulating his heroic resolve to overcome it. 

• A COLLAGE OF IMPULSES

DOUANIER - MY FATHER’S 

MOUSTACHE & OTHER 

STORIES, 1996 �

OIL, ACRYLIC WITH 

MARBLE DUST ON CANVAS

72 x 48 IN
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The first generation of postcolonial Indian artists, 

including M F Husain, F N Souza, S H Raza, V S Gaitonde, 

Tyeb Mehta, Akbar Padamsee, Ram Kumar and Krishen 

Khanna, pioneered an Indian modernism that had 

its efflorescence during the 1950s and 1960s. While 

responding strongly to the cultural pressures, political 

complexities and institution-building demands of a newly 

NIGHT STUDIO, 1994

OIL ON CANVAS 

69 x 60 IN

independent nation—India had won its independence 

from the British Empire in 1947—these artists were 

concerned to evolve artistic languages that would 

be legible to a transnational audience. This meant, in 

effect, a critical engagement and alignment with the 

School of Paris and, to a lesser extent, with the School 

of New York; to be successful and retain an integrity 

as artists, these artists believed, it was necessary to 
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master a particular medium (typically the oil painting) 

and perfect a personal style that would serve them both 

as a mode of inquiry into an artistic truth as well as a 

distinctive and identifiable authorial signature.

This modernist conviction was to remain a major 

feature of Indian art practice until the 1990s, surviving 

the postmodernist revolt of a second generation 

of postcolonial Indian artists, among whom may 

be numbered Gulammohammed Sheikh, Sudhir 

Patwardhan, Vivan Sundaram, Bhupen Khakhar, Nalini 

Malani, Gieve Patel, Jogen Chowdhury and Arpita 

Singh. By the late 1970s, these practitioners had broken 

with the transcendental preoccupations and formalist 

tendency of their predecessors, to assert a material 

negotiation with the local and immediate particulars of 

society and political life, with the lived dissident realities 

of ideological position, class, gender and, eventually, 

in Khakhar’s case, sexual orientation. In formal terms, 

however, most of these artists remained committed to 

the medium of painting; some of them began to explore 

other media, such as sculpture, video, installation and 

photography-based montage only in the 1990s.

Dodiya, who was born in Bombay in 1959 to a family 

that had migrated to the west-coast metropolis from 

Kathiawar in Gujarat, belongs to the third generation 

of postcolonial Indian artists. This phalanx made its 

appearance on the scene at the end of the 1980s and 

the beginning of the 1990s, and established itself during 

the early 2000s; among Dodiya’s contemporaries are 

Ravinder Reddy, Baiju Parthan, Surendran Nair, Sheela 

Gowda, Anita Dube, Subodh Gupta and Anju Dodiya. 

These artists draw, to different degrees, on the positions 

of the two generations preceding theirs, while also—as 

cultural producers active in the epoch of globalisation—

participating in a variety of platforms spread across 

the transregional network of global art, especially the 

travelling exhibition, the biennale, the artist residency, 

the public commission, and the collaborative project. 

Like many in this constellation of artists, Dodiya enacted a 

radical departure from the modernist dogmas of stylistic 

singularity and medium-specificity; he replaced these 

with a dazzling and extravagant multiplicity of styles and 

a repertoire of media among which he ranges with the 

zest and adroitness of an orchestral imagination.

Few observers would have suspected Dodiya of these 

gifts in September 1989, when Gallery Chemould gave the 

30-year-old artist his first solo exhibition: he inaugurated 

his career as the exponent of a deadpan photo-realism 

that owed as much to Hopper as it did to Hockney. The 

suite of paintings that he presented on this occasion, 

including The Window Sill (1988), Father (1989) and A 

Fine Family (1989), testified to the placid yet perhaps 

stifling ordinariness of suburbia, the unhurried pace of 

domestic interiors peopled by family and friends, scenes 

from everyday life phrased in a pause between familiar 

ease and unexpressed ennui. Yet even in these works, 

as well as the oil and mixed-media paintings he made as 

a recent graduate of the prestigious if conservative Sir 

Jamsetjee Jejeebhoy School of Art (known to its students, 

alumni and the denizens of the Indian art world as ‘JJ’) 

and a fresh entrant into the contemporary Indian art 

scene during the 1980s, we may discern signs of Dodiya’s 

diverse pictorial and conceptual interests.

Goldfish – A Tribute to Matisse (1989) pays homage to 

one of the master spirits of early modernism while Those 

Shoes Are Mine (1988) is dedicated to Bhupen Khakhar, 

who not only influences its choice of a particularised 

local ethos but also appears as its chief protagonist, 

seemingly speaking the wry line that gives the painting 

its title. Those Shoes Are Mine reveals that Dodiya’s 

deadpan photorealism carried, already, an undertone of 

irony verging on the outright humour that would provide 

his later work with a considerable measure of its energy. 

As we shall see later in this essay, Khakhar, observer of 

human foibles and patron saint of sly Gujarati humour, 

was an early friend and mentor figure to Dodiya; as we 

shall see later in this essay, he was to play a crucial role 

in the younger Gujarati artist’s evolution.

Reflecting on his choices during his student years at JJ, 

Dodiya says: “In the beginning, in the late 1970s, the 

Americans were extremely important to me—Jasper 

Johns and Robert Rauschenberg. Then there came a 

dramatic shift in my preferences. I felt, very strongly, 

the need to paint figures. Hence my attention moved 

to other artists. In 1981, I found two books on David 

Hockney at the annual monsoon book sale at the 

Jehangir Art Gallery. Humour, realism, the relationship 

between interior and exterior, the still figure as the pulse 

of the composition—all this became very important to 

me. Until 1984, I was Johnsian. After that, I turned from 

this slightly conceptual abstraction to figurative realism. 

That is how Edward Hopper and David Hockney came 

into the picture for me, along with Bhupen Khakhar. The 

years between 1984 and 1987 were a period of confusion 

for me. From 1987 onwards, I became clear about what 

I wanted to paint. I wanted to include references to the 

masters, but also be true to the life around me.” [3]



THOSE SHOES ARE

MINE, 1988

OIL ON CANVAS

60 x 84 IN
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The life around Dodiya and his peers changed dramatically 

during the 1990s at every level, whether economic, 

social, political, cultural or technological. In 1991, 

India’s mixed economy—in which a socialist command 

model of production and distribution coexisted uneasily 

with capitalist industrial and commercial enterprise—

finally broke under internal stresses and the pressure 

applied by the International Monetary Fund. India’s 

socialist era formally ended with the liberalisation of the 

country’s economy and its entry into the transnational 

arrangements of the globalisation process. Through the 

rest of the decade, the relatively limited cultural choices 

and social spaces of the socialist era would give way to 

expansive menus of choice; a newly emergent class of 

beneficiaries of the globalisation took their place at the 

head of the rising system of consumer capitalism.

With new technologies of communication and 

representation becoming available, popular culture 

began to be influenced as much by the new mediatic 

structures of satellite television and, gradually, the 

internet, as it had previously been by the cinema and the 

print media. For some artists, the wider availability of 

video in more miniaturised and portable formats offered 

new domains of exploration; and yet, for other artists 

trained in a more orthodox academic lineage, these 

technological advances provided cause for anxiety and 

uncertainty. To a number of painters, especially, it seemed 

as though the artist’s prerogatives of representation and 

reflection had been usurped by practitioners of these 

new media. [4] Meanwhile, more possibilities of travel 

and dialogue opened up through newly instituted artist 

residency programmes; the consequent expansion of 

horizons catalysed fresh departures, for many artists, 

in the direction of new media experimentation. [5] 

The video work, the installation, the performance, the 

performance documentation and the assemblage began, 

gradually, to emerge in Bombay, New Delhi, Bangalore, 

Baroda, and elsewhere. The singularity of style, the 

emphasis on medium-specificity and the primacy of the 

oil painting were beginning to lose their stranglehold on 

the imagination of many Indian artists.

However, as the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman puts it, the 

dissolution of traditional certitudes and identities in the 

‘liquid modernity’ of the globalised economy—with its 

immaterialisation of the products of labour, its surfeit of 

choice, and its ceaseless circulation of goods, services, 

people and ideas—can produce an equal and opposite 

pathology of ‘neo-tribalism’, a desperate, typically 

metropolitan aggressive-defensive ideology that invents 

the security of a tradition precisely because it has no 

organic links with one. Neo-tribalism divides the world 

sharply into a social inside and a social outside, an Us 

who must be secured against a Them who must be 

annihilated. [6] In India, this neo-tribalist reaction 

took the form of a Hindu majoritarian upsurge aimed 

at terrorising the country’s religious minorities and 

choking off the public sphere of reasoned exchange. On 

6 December 1992, Hindu right-wing militants destroyed 

a 16th-century mosque, the Babri Masjid, in Ayodhya, 

which, they claimed, had been built on the birthplace 

of the god-king Rama, venerated by Hindus as a deity. 

This infamous act not only challenged the liberal and 

inclusive character of the Indian Republic but also 

triggered off a wave of violence as Hindus and Muslims 

clashed across India.

In Bombay, Dodiya’s home city, the riots turned into 

pogroms across December 1992 and January 1993, 

under cover of which various kinds of ethnic cleansing 

were effected, while entire neighbourhoods were 

cleared for eventual gentrification. From the findings 

of an official commission of inquiry, as well as the 

investigations of citizen groups, it became rapidly clear 

that politicians, real-estate developers and members 

of State agencies such as the police had colluded in 

this catastrophe. [7] The communicative engagements 

among communities in Bombay, shattered during those 

fateful weeks, have not yet been substantially repaired. 

A decade later, in February 2002, a brazenly ascendant 

Hindu Right would orchestrate a genocide against 

the Muslim minority in the state of Gujarat, plunging 

Gujaratis of liberal persuasion, such as Dodiya, into 

profound dejection. As one who had long subscribed 

to Gandhi’s philosophy of compassion, mutuality 

and non-violence, Dodiya was especially disturbed 

by these events that cataclysmically bookended the 

decade 1992-2002. As we shall see later in this essay, 

they came to inform his art strongly.

BABRI MASJID 

DEMOLITION, AYODHYA 

1992
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Dodiya registered another turning point in 1991-1992, 

the year he and his wife, the artist Anju Dodiya, spent 

largely in Paris on a French Government scholarship: his 

understanding of his own location as an artist underwent 

a radical transformation during this period. At 32, he 

was leaving India for the first time; and for the first time, 

he would see, in actuality, many of the canonical works 

of art and legendary institutions that had inspired him 

as a student and young artist. Immersed in the museum 

culture of Paris, he assimilated the visual shock of his 

first encounter with original works by Picasso, Matisse, 

Renoir, Gauguin, Modigliani, Guston, Rothko and Barnett 

Newman, to name only a few magisterial figures. Dodiya 

began to reassess the modernist doctrines in which he 

had been raised in Bombay, in relation to what he saw 

to be the far more mercurial and experimental course 

of 20th-century art. He realised that the Western 

modernists he had idolised were not quite the inflexible 

lone rangers of received legend. He learned that they 

could negotiate between their ideological concerns and 

the technical, sensuous and cultural challenges of the 

materials with which they were working; that most of 

them were pragmatic in their relationships with the key 

institutions of the art world, whether galleries, museums 

or academies, and with dealers and collectors.

Up to this point, he had been in awe of his older friends 

and mentors: Tyeb Mehta and Akbar Padamsee as well 

as Bhupen Khakhar, Gieve Patel, Sudhir Patwardhan 

and Gulammohammed Sheikh, who had encouraged 

him as a student and welcomed into the art world with 

warmth and affection. From his Paris period onward, 

he would map his own direction; we may trace back, to 

this moment, the transition he made from a hard-won 

postcolonial Indian modernism to an unfolding series of 

postmodernist strategies that allowed him to interrogate 

the image and the nature of the art work, to rephrase 

the always vexed relationship between art and life, and 

to reformulate his art practice. “In Paris, I overcame 

my anxieties about what Tyeb would say, what Akbar 

would say, what my friends would say. Their opinion still 

mattered to me and I took it very seriously, but I knew 

that I simply had to do what I felt I had to do. I allowed 

for new experiences, expressions,” observes the artist. “I 

began to develop a feeling for a different kind of subject 

matter, and came up with a reshuffled realism.” [8]

Dodiya elaborated his ‘reshuffled realism’ into a 

metaphorically accomplished approach informed by 

conceptual questions about art-making and nourished 

by dialogue with diverse expressive cultural practices 

spanning painting, sculpture, cinema and poetry. The 

preparatory work that had encompassed drawing and 

photography for him in his twenties expanded to include 

a variegated and continuous process of research. For 

an artist in his thirties, sensitive to the global changes 

already affecting his environment both at an epic and 

an intimate level, such a shift was almost inevitable. 

Dodiya chose to affirm his allegiance to painting as his 

preferred mode of approaching reality—not in the spirit 

of a zealot sworn to an embattled creed but rather, in a 

critical and receptive manner. He confronted, head-on, 

the instability generated in Indian art during the 1990s 

by the dawning realisation that the classic painted 

frame and the formal pedestal-mounted sculpture were 

no longer the proper and sufficient loci of art practice. 

At first, he conducted this battle while working at the 

easel or on the mural-scale work; somewhat later, as 

the forms he had wrestled down to the painted surface 

escaped his brushes, he was drawn, in pursuing them, 

towards the sculpture-installation, the installation and 

the mixed-media ensemble.

Importantly, through the late 1990s, Dodiya revitalised 

the painted surface by responding to the challenges posed 

by new mediatic structures such as satellite television 

and the internet on the one hand, and by new artistic 

modes such as video, assemblage and installation on the 

other. He began to construct his paintings as arguments, 

THE ARTIST’S DAUGHTER 

BIRAAJ AT CIMA GALLERY, 

CALCUTTA, 1997

� ATUL DODIYA IN 

PARIS, 1991



21

allegories, riddles, or aphorisms. In so re-engineering 

the machinery of the painting, he brought a gamut of 

unpredictable and mutually unrelated energies to bear 

on pictorial space: his corpus of references soon grew 

to include poems, comic strips, traders’ lists of wares, 

advertising billboards, movie posters, cinema stills, 

popular religious oleographs, and streetside graffiti, 

as well as his favourite paintings from the postcolonial 

Indian, Mughal, European and American traditions. In a 

solo exhibition hosted by CIMA, Calcutta, in 1997, Dodiya 

presented a suite of mixed-media paintings in which he 

permitted himself to articulate the high-spirited and 

playful aspects of his personality that had been banked 

down under the grey tonalities of his photorealism.

While he con� nued to secure the earliest habitats of 

his emo� onal life, the reassuring mooring points of 

the family and the neighbourhood, in a pain� ng like 

Douanier—My Father’s Moustache & Other Stories 

(1996), he opens up his pictorial surface to the ludic 

in� ma� ons of phantasmagoria and hyperbole. The re� nal 

facts, translated into a restrained pale� e and play of light 

sugges� ve of the monsoon and evening, were no longer 

suffi  cient; in their place, the ar� st now privileged the 

surreal happenstance and the quirky aside, as the drivers 

of a narra� ve that was by no means clearly disclosed but 

had to be pieced together, tenta� vely and provisionally, 

by the viewer. Douanier—My Father’s Moustache & 

Other Stories pulls together a number of portraits, or 

details of portraits: we fi nd Henri Rousseau here, as 

well as Dodiya’s father, Picasso as well as Alfred Jarry, 

precursor of the Theatre of the Absurd and creator of 

the maniacal an� -hero Ubu Roi. Bhupen Khakhar, wri� ng 

a text for the catalogue of the CIMA exhibi� on, aff ected 

to mistake Jarry for the present author, who then bore a 

resemblance to Jarry as pictured in Dodiya’s pain� ng. [9]

The painting gains its motive energy, however, from 

the equally coincidental resemblance that Dodiya’s 

father bore to Henri Rousseau (1844-1910), known as 

Le Douanier since he worked as a toll collector while 

producing his supposedly naïve but in fact enigmatic and 

oneiric paintings. Derided by the academic establishment 

but enthusiastically adopted by the Surrealists as a 

precursor, the Douanier enjoyed the respect of leading 

modernists such as Picasso, Apollinaire, Brancusi and 

Delaunay. He had startled Picasso at a banquet that the 

younger and more celebrated artist had given in the 

ageing eccentric’s honour in 1908 with the declaration, 

“You and I are the greatest artists of the age—you in the 

Egyptian style, and I in the modern.” [10]

Cri� cs have puzzled over this gnomic u� erance ever 

since; it is possible that, in his innocent way, Rousseau 

had iden� fi ed more sharply and presciently than others 

the hiera� c and even Pharaonic formalism that would 

come to inform the modern as interpreted by the school 

of Picasso, Braque and Gris. By contrast, his iden� fi ca� on 

of himself as ‘modern’ now stands validated if we trace 

back to him the lineage of ar� sts—beginning in the late 

modern moment and con� nuing through the postmodern 

into the contemporary—who emphasise in their work 

all that is fes� ve, mysterious, riddle-like and playful, 

o� en bringing willfully autobiographical details into the 

public sphere, una� ended by transla� on or explica� on. 

In celebra� ng the Douanier—indeed in placing Rousseau 

in the symbolic posi� on of a progenitor, analogous to his 

father—it is possible that Dodiya was aligning himself with 

this lineage and signalling his resolute shi�  of direc� on.

By 1999, Dodiya’s transformation was complete. The 

deadpan realism of his first solo was a memory only 

occasionally and distantly refracted in some of his work. 

He was far more readily identified with a flamboyantly 

hybrid idiom in which the distinctions between classical 

and demotic, regional and international, beaux arts 

and popular culture, had not simply been blurred but 

actively broken down in the interests of a frictive, 

sparking, idiosyncratic collage of impulses.
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s the decade of the 1990s drew to a close, it brought down the curtain on a century that had 

done more than any previous epoch to knot the world together in entanglements of hope, terror, 

despair and need, unifying the planet through paroxysms of war and upsurges of exultation. The 

periodisation of the calendar does not, however, correspond to a neat partitioning of the activities 

of the human consciousness into phases. The unfinished business of the 20th century has spilled 

over into the 21st, especially in the form of continuing wars and simmering conflicts, the ceaseless migration of 

broken people from zones of lack and deficit to zones of apparent prosperity, the relentless devastation of the planet’s 

ecology in the interests of commercial exploitation, and the world-wide spread of a wounded but resilient vampire 

capitalism that possesses the imaginative and practical energies of ever more individuals, even as it dispossesses them 

of the entitlements that should be due to productive labour and guaranteed under the norms of citizenship. As the 

philosopher Akeel Bilgrami has memorably remarked, the transnational elites of the 21st century elites have—with 

their mathematical modelling and antiseptic strategies of allocation—displaced nature with natural resources, human 

beings with citizens, communities with populations, and the knowledge to live by with the expertise to rule by. [11]

In the cultural sphere, these dramatic shifts have resulted in a gradual but necessary renegotiation of the relationship 

between artists, or cultural producers more generally, and their audiences, which have meanwhile transited 

through three stages of responsiveness. They began, in the early 20th century, as passive consumers of culture who 

transformed experience into commodity who could be shocked by a disruptive aesthetic; by the end of that century, 

they had become more active yet nonetheless fundamentally secure participants in a culture of spectacle that could 

absorb even shock as a trophy. Today, with art institutions such as the gallery, the museum, the foundation and the 

biennale dissolving under financial pressure, morphing strangely to remain vibrant, balanced at the edge of precarity, 

or otherwise questioning their relevance, the audiences for art—who are more vocal and perhaps better informed 

than before—inhabit an uncertain space of interaction with art forms that are elusive, distributed across media and 

situations; forms that either resist such frontline modes of interpretation as the review or dictate their reception by 

means of the armour-clad e-flux notice.

In 1999, as though anticipating a number of these disquietudes, Dodiya presented a benchmark exhibition at the 

Vadehra Art Gallery, New Delhi, in which he wrestled with the core questions of the artist’s vocation, his uneasy 

relationship to institutions and audiences, and the choices he faced in terms of constructing an art-making language, a 

set of conceptual tools that would help him investigate his particular historical reality and return to share his findings. 

In the essay that appeared in the catalogue accompanying this exhibition, the present writer described the new suite of 

work as an ‘autobiography in fifteen frames’ [12] This body of work marked Dodiya’s decisive shift from an emphatically 

figurative idiom, which focused on the tension between the social fate and the transcendental potentialities of the 

bodied self, to an allegorical idiom that reflected more philosophically on the interrelationship among individuals, 

with their choices and contexts, and their ambient histories. This new idiom made its offerings in a variety of tonalities 

ranging from the sotto voce to the declamatory; it inaugurated the artist’s movement towards the allegorical, which 

would achieve extraordinary fruition in 2001, with the Tearscape series.

•• A MOVEMENT TOWARDS THE ALLEGORICAL

JOURNEY, 1998 �
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In early 1999, when this new suite of paintings was being 

displayed in New Delhi, the artist remained painfully 

aware that he did not really share a language with the 

viewer and that aesthetic understanding and political 

collegiality, when asked of an uncertain audience, 

can at best be intermittent. He realised, too, that the 

expectations of patrons and collectors are seldom 

congruent with the artist’s own inclinations, and that a 

recognisable style is as much of a trap as vulgar taste. 

Dodiya may well have inherited the classical position of 

the avant-garde, ahead of the audience and scornful of 

its limitations, from the ancestral cabinet of modernism; 

but his own temperament led him instinctively 

towards playing a semantic and collaborative game 

with the audience. How, though, does one open up a 

field of dialogue with the audience, when the lines of 

communication have been long blocked, or cannot be 

adapted for the exchange of fresh ideas?

In the fabular schema of the painting Journey (1998), 

Dodiya organises a split self-portrait for himself: he is 

Dürer’s hare, gazing out over a maze of Möbius-strip-like 

routes leading to a hole in a wall, beyond which shines 

a broad-rayed sun; and he is also Humpty Dumpty, 

sitting on the wall, with a stack of skeletal stretchers 

without canvases arranged behind him. The vocabulary 

of the painting may have been adapted from a children’s 

book of puzzles, but any residual innocence that the 

scene might have retained is eclipsed by an enigmatic, 

Chiricoesque overtone of unease. The warren of routes 

is really a tangle that leads nowhere, and the isolated 

hare is more likely to end up as Beuys’ dead interlocutor 

than Dürer’s living marvel; the fragile Humpty Dumpty 

is in perennial danger of being fragmented. Even the 

apparent escape routes betray themselves as dead-end 

illusions; the artist’s life continues to be conducted as 

a game, a wager on illumination and transcendence. 

Journey poses the fraught question that has faced every 

revolutionary on the threshold of transformative action: 

What is to be done?

DADAGIRI, 1998
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Richter: No, because the artist’s productive act cannot 

be negated. It’s just that it has nothing to do with the 

talent of “making by hand,” only with the capacity to see 

and to decide what is to be made visible. How that then 

gets fabricated has nothing to do with art or with artistic 

abilities.” [13] 

As a magisterial contemporary artist who rebuffs the 

monopolistic claim to value asserted by conceptualism, 

Richter is a heroic exemplar to Dodiya. In his forcefully 

argued writings and dialogues—which constitute an 

apologia pro vita sua that is not in the least apologetic—

Richter underscores the point that making and thinking, 

artisanal competence and intellectual vigour are not 

separate (or separable) dominions of effort. Art is 

defined and judged, as he remarks, not by the criterion 

of whether or not it is made by hand, but by the quality 

of the artist’s decision about “what to make visible”. 

Skill and knowledge, in this account, are attributes 

both of making and thinking. For Richter as for Dodiya, 

conceptualism, narrowly conceived as an argument for 

art as premised on a politics of criticality and a rejection 

of the artistic mandate to produce works that propose 

aesthetic affirmation, has no copyright over the gift 

of unmasking linguistic stratagems, defusing political 

booby-traps and jamming the social circuitry of meaning.

In the enormously detailed The Sunbeam Traveller 

(1999), Dodiya reaffirms his faith in the painting as a 

grand machine, absorbent of the visual and rhetorical 

resources of the ephemeral, subaltern art of the 

marketplace, the street and the kitchen calendar. This 

painting takes the form of a nightmare fable of sin and 

punishment, and is modelled on an oleograph called 

‘Karni Bharni’ (which translates as the familiar Biblical 

caveat, “As you sow, so shall you reap”). The artist jokes 

that the work’s architecture, based on a karmic vision 

of the torments of hell, depicts the consequences of 

“corruption in creative life”. While its appropriation of 

the conventions of popular illustration may provoke an 

initial amusement, its pungency is not obscured by the 

kitsch. The painting is divided into an upper and a lower 

half, the upper devoted to acts or karni, and the lower to 

consequences or bharni. The two halves are separated by 

a motto, ‘The Fate of a Wall-hanging Maker’, an epithet 

obviously intended to apply to a contemporary painter 

who performs for the delectation of his patrons. The 

principal focus of the composition is the artist as sethiya 

or prosperous trader; the self-portrait is once again split 

into various personae, including a ‘man with the longest 

moustaches’ straight out of the Guinness Book of World 

Records and a rabbit crafted from pearl-buttons.

Self-reflexive art, when pursued systematically as a 

form of inquiry, can produce an oblique, allusive and 

subtly nuanced memoir of practice, an anthology of 

asides; it is in this sense that Dodiya’s 1999 enterprise 

was an autobiographical one. It did not present us 

with a continuous narrative that threaded the events 

of his life together. Instead, it placed before us the 

multiple artistic strategies by which he approached—

and constructed himself through confrontation with—

reality, and the artistic stances he adopted during this 

process. There were, in fact, three key positions that 

Dodiya adopted during these years. First, he claimed 

a dominant stake for a renovated and resurgent 

practice of painting, asserting it intransigently even 

in the radically transformed context of contemporary 

art. Secondly, he drew strongly on the resources of 

popular culture and kitsch in generating his pictorial 

fictions. And thirdly, he insisted on a richly intertextual 

referentiality in his practice: he absorbed, into his 

art, images, gestures and techniques from the work 

of numerous predecessor figures chosen from the 

cultural ecologies of modern India and mediaeval South 

Asia, Europe from classical antiquity to the historical 

present, and 19th- and 20th-century America. Each of 

these positions was incarnated, in the exhibition, by a 

painting: this troika of works, Dadagiri, The Sunbeam 

Traveller and Scapegoat, holds canonical value and 

authority in Dodiya’s oeuvre.

Dodiya boldly confronted the detractors of painting in 

the wittily titled Dadagiri; the bilingual pun subsumes 

the disruptive spirit of the Dada movement under a word 

indicating the arrogant bully-boy attitude and kangaroo-

court reflexes of a neighbourhood tough, or dada, in 

the parlance of the Bombay street. Dadagiri addresses 

itself to the overbearing terror tactics of Dadaists like 

Duchamp and such heirs of Dada as Warhol; the painting 

is cast as a portrait of the painter Gerhard Richter, 

captured in the act of finishing one of his paintings with 

a long paint-brush. The figure and objects are painted in 

grey and black, slightly smudged to suggest a newspaper 

photograph, against a bright lemon yellow field. Set 

across the bottom half of the painting is a segment of 

text taken from a 1986 interview with Richter by the critic 

and art theorist Benjamin H D Buchloh, which conveys 

Richter’s elegant defence of his painterly practice. The 

extract that appears in Dodiya’s painting culls lines from 

the following exchange:

“Buchloh: So the negation of the productive act in art, 

as introduced by Duchamp and revived by Warhol, was 

never acceptable to you?
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In Scapegoat (1998), an oil and acrylic painting that is 

marked with the marble dust and pencil notations that 

have gone into its making as well as by the tracings of 

diverse artistic forebears, we find Dodiya incarnating 

himself in the portrait of a man literally conceiving in 

a dream state. The Dodiya persona lies asleep with 

a book over his face; the jacket of the book bears the 

image of a mythic bird by Rabindranath Tagore, instantly 

recognisable to well-informed Indian viewers. From 

beneath the graceful Renaissance-style curve of the 

quilt that Dodiya is covered by, a flowering creeper 

has sprung from his navel, thrust itself out and opened 

into a giant calyx. In the calyx stands a paint-spattered 

Jasper Johns, hanging up Studio, his 1963 construction 

comprising a string of cans and a paint-brush. Johns 

casts a blue shadow on the yellow, cheese-holed ground, 

and a magisterial arm intrudes suddenly into the frame. 

To Dodiya’s mind, the arm, borrowed from a Byzantine 

mural, rhymes visually with Johns’ signature image of an 

arm in a round signal (not quoted in Scapegoat).

The painting thus bears witness to the pattern of dream 

and free association by which the imagination probes 

the layers of experience, transmuting them into art. 

The eponymous scapegoat, to Dodiya, is the artist who 

bears the brunt of an uncomprehending viewer’s rage, 

the rage of the uninformed sensibility that refuses to 

involve itself in the joyous discipline of interpretation 

and demands the slothful pleasure of accessibility 

instead. The referentiality and intertextuality of 

Scapegoat are not esoteric celebrations in themselves, 

but serve a satirical purpose: they turn the work into 

a radical critique of Indian art culture, an allegory on 

how paintings must be re-created rather than consumed 

in the viewing. Art, as Dodiya points out here, must be 

‘read’, not in an aesthetic vacuum premised on a vacuous 

‘universality’ or an ill-defined ‘autonomy’, but with a 

robust yet sophisticated appreciation of the semantic 

transactions that take place between artist and viewer, 

art work and art history, text and context, gallery and 

home, private significance and public meaning.

The paraphernalia of the studio are rounded off with 

a patch of Mondrian’s distinctive grid pattern and the 

head of the protagonist from the celebrated painting, 

‘Tree Lover’, by the Santiniketan master, Benodebehari 

Mukherjee (he looks chagrined here, rather than 

rapturously at one with nature, as he does in the 

original). Props from Journey are recycled to telling 

effect: the empty stretchers sound a warning note, 

and a diver balances on one of the rays of the broad-

rayed sun, as though it were a springboard. Or perhaps 

he has walked the plank—for as the figure plunges in a 

Muybridge action sequence, we see, in the lower half 

of the painting, that the blue ground has assumed the 

terrifying aspect of a bay infested with sharks, their 

dorsal fins tearing the surface of the water. In the lower 

half, also, a gory demon mutilates the artist, who has 

now been stripped, stretched on a rack and transfixed 

by a shower of spears. In Dodiya’s world-view, survival 

entails facing the wall, de-coding the maze, and passing 

up the temptation to spin out wall-hangings. The moral 

of his cautionary tale is that a loss of self is the fate 

awaiting an artist who consents to submit to the logic 

and the psychology of the market.

SCAPEGOAT, 1998
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These three major positions have come to acquire 

considerable depth and resonance in Dodiya’s practice 

since he first mobilised them at the turn of the last 

century. And yet, from the point of view of many 

observers and commentators, they seem to occasion 

anxiety, as though the artist were somehow trapped in a 

set of mannerisms or well-rehearsed manoeuvres (such a 

judgement on an artist rests, of course, on the mistaken 

belief that novelty is revolution; so that, correspondingly, 

dynamic recursion is confused with repetition and stasis). 

I would go so far as to suggest that these positions recur, 

in many discussions about Dodiya’s art, in the distorted 

form of three major FAQs. As below: Why painting; why 

does Dodiya hold on to painting as a primary mode of 

practice? Why do popular culture and kitsch continue to 

fascinate Dodiya; is he a practitioner of Pop Art? Why 

such a continuously intertextual referentiality reaching 

in virtually every direction for its visual quotations; why 

does Dodiya persist with what seems like an unstoppable 

postmodernist reflex long past its sell-by date?

In the succeeding sections of this essay, I shall 

demonstrate that, far from being inexplicable, quixotic 

or mutually incompatible, these three vital aspects of 

Dodiya’s art are well thought out, closely interwoven and 

mutually supportive. Informing the trajectory of Dodiya’s 

career as they do, these aspects reveal the development 

of his art practice across the transition from one cultural 

and political context to another; the evolution of a social 

and political vision that unifies his seemingly disparate 

directions of inquiry; and the emergence of an account 

of cultural location, and the refinement of his cultural 

subjectivity, during an epoch that has foregrounded 

transregional movements and transcultural exchanges. 

In mapping Dodiya’s career by reference to these three 

positions, as well, we would arrive at a more capacious 

appreciation of the artist’s role and relationship, as he 

has articulated it, to the compelling questions of society, 

history and political action, and the admittedly utopian, 

ever-renewed hope that art can bring about a progressive 

transformation of consciousness.
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odiya’s unwavering commitment to painting must be seen in the context of a particular revolution 

in painterly practice, dating back to the 1950s, to which he affiliated himself early in his career. For 

Dodiya, painting could never be—as it was in the canonical Greenbergian account of modernism—a 

medium pared down to its most irreducible features of brushwork marking abstract gestures on 

a flat, all-over surface. Rather, he chose quite another definition of flatness, to mean potential 

expansiveness: this gave him the scope to expand the painting as a site where he can accumulate the catch of images, 

sensory impressions and correspondences between the given and the made, which he trawls ceaselessly from the 

currents of experience. Since the mid-1990s, Dodiya has used the surface of the painting, not only to accumulate 

but also to sift through his haul, studying it for relevance and significance, and deploying it in various combinations 

of elements. All these procedures take place more or less simultaneously in—and as—the action of the painting, in 

his practice. For Dodiya, the two-dimensional picture surface neither represents a world, nor does it produce self-

enclosed images. Instead, it performs itself as a symbolic economy in which various relationships between world and 

image, society and gesture, viewerly expectation and artistic idiosyncrasy, normalised social conditions and radical 

proposals for change, are all enacted in a condition of dynamic play.

Dodiya’s reformatting of the practice of painting was inspired by a crucial point of reference: Robert Rauschenberg’s 

revolutionary insistence on what the critic Leo Steinberg termed the flatbed as a model for pictorial space. Borrowing 

the term ‘flatbed’ from printing technology, Steinberg argued that a radical shift had occurred in painting during the 

1950s, initiated by artists like Rauschenberg and Dubuffet. Despite the various paradigm shifts in pictoriality, the formal 

relationship between the retinal and the conceptual, and the social relationship between viewers and art works that had 

taken place in the period between the Renaissance and the era of modernism dominated by the Cubists and later the 

Abstract Expressionists, Steinberg noted that a fundamental premise had remained unaltered: the painting, whether it 

was an Old Master canvas, a Cubist derangement of the portrait by Picasso, or an ensemble of dripped and sutured paint 

by Pollock, was intended to be stood upright, oriented towards the viewing position of a person standing up. As such, it 

perpetuated the compelling trope of the painting as a window, through which one looked at the world, at nature in one 

form or another. In sharp contrast, according to Steinberg, artists like Rauschenberg and Dubuffet had orchestrated an 

absolutely different order of painting; of their work, he said, in a 1968 lecture (published in March 1972):

“We can still hang their pictures—just as we tack up maps and architectural plans, or nail a horseshoe to the wall for 

good luck. Yet these pictures no longer simulate vertical fields, but opaque flatbed horizontals. They no more depend 

on a head-to-toe correspondence with human posture than a newspaper does.

‘The flatbed picture plane makes its symbolic allusion to hard surfaces such as tabletops, studio floors, charts, bulletin 

boards—any receptor surface on which objects are scattered, on which data is entered, on which information may 

be received, printed, impressed—whether coherently or in confusion. The pictures of the last fifteen to twenty years 

insist on a radically new orientation, in which the painted surface is no longer the analogue of a visual experience of 

nature but of operational processes.

••• TALKING ABOUT OUR OWN TIMES
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‘To repeat: it is not the actual physical placement of the 

image that counts. There is no law against hanging a rug 

on a wall, or reproducing a narrative picture as a mosaic 

floor. What I have in mind is the psychic address of the 

image, its special mode of imaginative confrontation, 

and I tend to regard the tilt of the picture plane from 

vertical to horizontal as expressive of the most radical 

shift in the subject matter of art, the shift from nature to 

culture.” The definitive shift on the New York art scene 

was marked, Steinberg argued, by Rauschenberg’s work 

of the early 1950s:

“Even as Abstract Expressionism was celebrating its 

triumphs, he proposed the flatbed or work-surface 

picture plane as the foundation of an artistic language 

that would deal with a different order of experience. … 

To hold all this together, Rauschenberg’s picture plane 

had to become a surface to which anything reachable-

thinkable would adhere. It had to be whatever a 

billboard or dashboard is, and everything a projection 

screen is, with further affinities for anything that is 

flat and worked over—palimpsest, cancelled plate, 

printer’s proof, trial blank, chart, map, aerial view. Any 

flat documentary surface that tabulates information 

is a relevant analogue of his picture plane—radically 

different from the transparent projection plane with 

its optical correspondence to man’s visual field. And it 

seemed at times that Rauschenberg’s work surface stood 

for the mind itself—dump, reservoir, switching centre, 

abundant with concrete references freely associated as 

in an internal monologue—the outward symbol of the 

mind as a running transformer of the external world, 

constantly ingesting incoming unprocessed data to be 

mapped in an overcharged field.” [14]

A major and early example of this horizontalised ‘receptor 

surface’—treated as a repository for miscellaneous 

contents, whether building towards eventual coherence 

or retaining the open-endedness or a work in process—

in Dodiya’s oeuvre is O Nayna! (1994). A painting that 

records the artist’s helplessness in the face of a serious 

illness that one of his sisters was battling at that date,

O Nayna! takes, as its fictive surface, the striped sheet of 

a hospital bed, its severity diminished by an embroidered 

pillow-case that carries the scented comfort of home. 

The bedsheet serves to hold an assemblage of depicted 

objects, including a rakhi, the thread that a sister 

traditionally ties on her brother’s wrist to affirm their 

bonds of affection, two coconuts, and various tools of 

carpentry such as a saw, a file and an adze. O Nayna! 

overtly references Bed, one of Rauschenberg’s earliest 

combines of 1955, in which he covered the pillow and 

quilt coverlet of his own bed with paint, and stood 

it upright against the wall. With this manoeuvre, 

Rauschenberg not only registered a defiant subversion of 

the vertical viewing dogma but also inscribed his avant-

garde ideological position into his own life by challenging, 

in the most direct and visceral manner, the dichotomies 

separating art from life, the art work from the everyday 

object, the gallery and studio from the domestic space.

In retrospect, O Nayna! appears to have been a test 

run, with the (toned down) reference to Rauschenberg’s 

deliberately messy work coexisting uneasily with 

neatly rendered elements from Dodiya’s immediate 

personal situation. It is in Sunday Morning Marine 
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Drive (1995) that the artist accomplishes a supple 

and organic adaptation of Rauschenberg’s principles 

of construction. In this painting, Dodiya dismantles 

the naturalistic view of Marine Drive, a promenade 

in Bombay that looks out to the Arabian Sea and has 

often been celebrated as an expression of the public 

sphere and a place of romance in the movies; instead, 

he rewires the notion of a pictoriality premised on the 

landscape or cityscape, translating it into a patchwork 

of representations of urban experience, a collage 

of visualities. We experience here, even after the 

passage of nearly two decades, the thrum of the visual 

excitement that Dodiya felt—and conveyed to his 

earliest viewers—as he translated the painted surface 

into a bulletin board on which a variety of preparatory 

or processual elements seem to have been tacked 

or taped on. Many of these productions are, in fact, 

images of images: they include a portrait of the movie 

star Amitabh Bachchan apparently having his hair 

blow-dried, presumably taken from a barber shop’s 

painted signboard; a self-portrait of the artist in the 

act of administering himself with nasal drops; a sketch, 

from the rear, of a man urinating, placed and scaled in 

such a way that he seems to be a giant standing on the 

embankment, pissing into the sea.

The painting carries an enigmatic, even cautionary 

inscription, painted across its upper right-hand quadrant 

in elegant Urdu calligraphy: it is the closing couplet 

from Phir lauta hai khurshid-e-jahaantaab safar se, a 

ghazal by the superlative Urdu poet and Communist 

public intellectual, Faiz Ahmed Faiz (1911-1984), and 

reads, “Paaposh ki kya fikr hai, dastaar sambhalo/ 

Payaab hai jo mauj, guzar jayegi sar se.” Dodiya’s access 

to Urdu poetry is through Gujarati transliteration; 

these particular lines are invested with sentimental 

value because they were written down for him in the 

original script by the magisterial first-generation artist 

M F Husain. In translation, the couplet reads: “Forget 

about your shoes, it’s your turban that needs help:/ 

The tide at your feet might soon wash over your head.” 

Faiz conveys, here, an epic sense of the precariousness 

and impermanence that menace the individual making 

his or her way through the world, an awareness of 

fraught historical circumstances, unforeseen ecological 

catastrophes, the caprice of fate. [15]

O NAYNA! 1994
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practice: I am fascinated by the aleatory possibilities that 

this form of aggregation enfolds within itself, suggesting 

a model of research that is constantly alive to surprise 

and discovery. [17]

The geniza principle operates today in many artistic, 

intellectual, literary and curatorial practices. By inviting 

us to take a more inclusive view of cultural practice, 

it allows us to acknowledge the invisible life of the 

studio. We would contextualise an artist’s exhibitions, 

presentations and projects as the public outcomes 

of an invisible economy of constant reflection, 

compilation and sifting, a private collection of reading 

lists and transcripts, photocopies, video footage and 

document scans, Net grabs and magazine clippings. 

The public manifestation and this invisible economy 

form an ensemble: the loop by means of which many 

contemporary cultural producers can hold themselves in 

reserve without being spent; and can perform without 

exhausting or over-exposing their resources, constantly 

re-editing, re-collaging, re-composing, and enlarging 

their material. [18]

The encyclopaedist must necessarily possess, and 

operate on the basis of, a research-oriented imagination. 

Dodiya’s treatment of the painted surface as an expanded 

site and his preference for the strategy of the collage have 

been accompanied by an increasingly definite emphasis, 

in his practice, on an informal yet continuous process 

of research. The gradual evolution of this dimension 

of Dodiya’s studio practice demonstrates what I have, 

in the context of contemporary cultural production, 

termed the ‘geniza principle’. [16] The original geniza 

was a store of documents, a granary of contracts, 

prayers, family records, transactions and documents, 

maintained by the Jewish mercantile communities of 

Egypt, especially in Cairo and Alexandria. The geniza is 

a collection of materials that have not been arranged 

or filed; a repertoire that can constantly be drawn on, 

culled from, extended. Importantly, it is not an archive. 

Rather than submitting, however provisionally, to the 

hegemony of annotation, it remains always charged 

with the possibility of chance encounters and dynamic 

collisions among its elements, in a state of surplus, of 

imaginative excess. It is a rich and potent metaphor for 
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Over the years, Dodiya has assembled an additive archive 

of media references: historical photographs, newspaper 

clippings, and reproductions of advertisements and 

signboards that sustain his artistic investigations. “In 

the last ten years, my work has taken so many different 

directions and modes—I have done paintings on 

laminate instead of canvas, I have painted on metal roller 

shutters, there have been watercolours both small and 

large, text-based works, temporary walls lined with tiles, 

and of course my oils and acrylic paintings on canvas,” 

reminisced Dodiya in 2009. “Parallel to this stream of 

work is my scrapbook, which over the years has become 

filled with all kinds of ideas, clues and concepts that 

I would like to work on.” [19] Photographs play an 

especially pivotal role in Dodiya’s geniza. Originally, he 

would treat them as visual references or source materials, 

pictorial ‘readymades’ that provided him with starting-

points for his images. Gradually, they have come to act 

as foci of collective memory in his art and, sometimes, as 

insurance policies against collective amnesia. While they 

can activate nostalgia or melancholia, they also permit 

a reflection on the versionality of the past, marking the 

lacunae in the structures of selective remembrance 

through which ethnic groups, societies and nations 

construct their collective memory. Prominent examples 

of this more complex re-deployment and re-circulation 

of the photographic image in Dodiya’s work include 

paintings like Bapu at René Block Gallery, New York 

1974 (1998) and Sea-Bath (Before Breaking the Salt 

Law) (1998), both of which form part of An Artist of 

Non-violence, a benchmark series of luminous large-

format watercolours that took the form of an extended 

homage to Mahatma Gandhi, and were first shown at 

Gallery Chemould, Bombay, in 1999. In these paintings, 

the artist turns the photograph into a base for a fictive 

and palimpsest-like image of his own devising.

In Bapu at René Block Gallery, New York 1974, Dodiya 

satisfies a deeply personal need to construct an eclectic 

yet coherent philosophical ancestry for himself when 

he paints Gandhi with Joseph Beuys, bringing two neo-

shamanic exponents of revolutionary thought and public 

action together through a fictive scenography. The 

difference between the Fluxus master and the Mahatma 

is that while the former performed his subversions in 

the relatively safe and insured institutional space of the 

gallery or in the art world at large, the latter took the 

rough terrain of society and mass politics for his stage, 

risking the entire range of experiences that this implies—

including melodrama, horror, rage and grief—and finally 

paying for his compassionate, visionary subversiveness 

with his life. In Sea-Bath (Before Breaking the Salt Law), 

Dodiya reveals Gandhi at the conclusion of the Salt 

March to Dandi, 1930, about to break the oppressive 

monopoly of the colonial State on refining salt from the 

sea, and to baffle the empire with a pinch of salt. The 

figure of a man pulling off his shirt, which is picked out 

in a spotlight beside the Mahatma and his associates on 

the beach, is borrowed from Piero della Francesca’s ‘The 

Baptism of Christ’, which hangs in the National Gallery, 

London. The epochal moment of Jesus’ spiritual rebirth, 

as he steps into the river Jordan to receive the sacrament 

of initiation from John the Baptist, resonates quietly 

against the epic awakening of a suppressed people to 

the consciousness of liberty. [20]
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With a consideration of An Artist of Non-violence, 

we transit from the more formal aspects of Dodiya’s 

commitment to the painted surface to the ideological 

premises that secure, for him, the continuing relevance 

of the practice of painting. Importantly, Dodiya regards 

the painting is a way of being-with-others; as an 

appropriate venue for the discussion of public themes, 

crises, questions and urgencies. Through it, he speaks of 

history, often through variants on the accepted version 

of events sanctioned by authority, and invites comment 

on its record of emphases and erasures. He knows that 

no subjectivity can exist in isolation; it can only advance 

itself by entering into intersubjective exchanges 

with others. Manifesting himself as the narrator, the 

artist plays the roles, as I have remarked elsewhere, 

the “pensive allegorist, sly folklorist, neighbourhood 

raconteur, ironic photo-realist or X-ray visionary”. [21] 

Dodiya tested out a number of these stances in An Artist 

of Non-violence, which was his first sustained assertion 

of his claim to retrieve the genre of the history painting 

in the context of a postcolonial Indian subjectivity. 

The question before him was: How is Gandhi, a figure 

rendered banal by overuse as a national symbol, to 

be made vital and relevant to a new generation that 

associates him with the tedium of an official culture? 

Going over the documentary evidence of famous 

photographs showing the course of Gandhi’s life, Dodiya 

reworked them, melding them with his own obsessional 

images and recurrent motifs.

In Morning Walk on Juhu Beach (1998), Dodiya quite 

literally inverts the well known image of Gandhi being 

led by a child who has taken hold of his staff. A tender 

image cast in austere greys and browns, it is held in 

counterpoint by a medallion inset into the picture 

space: painted in the kitsch style and loud colour of 

the bazaar print or the illustration in the Indian school 

textbook, the medallion depicts the fable of the monkey 

who adjudicates in a quarrel between two cats and 

swindles them out of the bread-loaf they have been 

fighting over. Here, Dodiya alludes wittily to Gandhi’s 

gifts as a seasoned politician, and as a utopian yet 

pragmatic thinker who could rescue the common good 

from the annihilatory logic of antagonism. The archival 

photograph thus becomes, for Dodiya, a starting-point 

to generate powerful fictive portraits of the Mahatma 

as a healer and redeemer, a talismanic figure embodying 

not only the past of the freedom struggle but also a 

future yet to be imagined.

In this affirmative tenor, Dodiya has—both before 

and since An Artist of Non-violence—repeatedly 

revisited the charismatic figure of Mahatma Gandhi, 

a vital presence in the liberal Gujarati ethos of his 

upbringing. The artist sees, in Gandhi’s life and work, 

a reserve of redemptive cultural and political energy 

waiting to be brought into play again in a time of 

betrayed hope, thwarted idealism and failed ideology. 

Dodiya’s continuing engagement with Gandhi might 

well incarnate a utopian and perhaps even messianic 

desire on the artist’s part, his attempt to explore what 

Nancy Adajania has, in the context of Gandhi’s utopian-

anarchist strategies, described as the unnamed space of 

social exchange, dialogue and collaboration that could 

be liberated from the agonistic mechanisms of politics 

and opened up “in place of the political”. [22]

We may contextualise Dodiya’s engagement with Gandhi 

and his continuing if vexed legacy within the artist’s 

long-term fascination with the lives of charismatic 

figures, including saints, politicians, poets and social 

reformers, which he has articulated in the modes of 

both hero worship and hero critique. In works such as 

Honeycomb Triptych (2000), he records the presence of 

mystics like Sri Ramakrishna, on fire with divine passion 

or sparkling with wisdom-lore; in works such as Missing 
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I (2000), he addresses political leaders like Netaji Subhas 

Chandra Bose, who are venerated as saints, martyrs 

or demigods. By this route, Dodiya investigates the 

myths of spiritual redemption or national salvation that 

sustain an embattled society. In this reading, Dodiya 

retrieves the history painting, not as a grand gesture 

of official mythologising, but on the contrary, to make 

the resources of history available to a larger public, who 

can interact with them and participate in a revisiting of 

these histories, in counterfactual speculation, in inquiry.

In its colloquiality, Dodiya’s practice stands at the 

opposite pole to a modernist art practice that expresses 

itself through aloof, asocial, auratic art objects: most 

of his paintings are attended by an infectious measure 

of sociality, act as invitations to gregarious interaction 

with their meaning. Conversation, dialogue and 

exchange form key nodes in the Dodiya’s art, its scale 

extending from representations of the neighbourhood 

to representations of history: the painting is where he 

stages conversations with predecessors and colleagues 

across time, place and discipline. Not surprisingly, that 

most public and social of media, cinema—equipped 

with its multiple histories of image, tonality, design 

and narrative—informs his art strongly. Dodiya has 

been a votary both of popular movies as well as global 

arthouse cinema since his student days (we will explore 

this interest, and its relationship to his practice, in more 

detail later in this essay) and has been fascinated by 

the manner in which a film can act, literally as well as 

figuratively, as a screen for the projection of collective 

anxieties and fantasies, historical dilemmas and crises. 

In this connection, we may reflect on his large-scale, 

bleak, near-chromatic painting, Trans-Siberian Express 

for Kajal (1997).

Here, Dodiya punctuates a landscape with moments from 

art and cinema that are especially significant to him, 

their collocation signifying the survival and redemption 

of the human self after cataclysmic torment. Joseph 

Beuys’ installation, End of the 20th Century, provides 

a backdrop to the tableau, while its protagonist is the 

child Kajal from the legendary Indian filmmaker Satyajit 

Ray’s epic Apu trilogy. The work is an act of homage 

both to Beuys, referencing his experience of near-

death and spiritual rebirth as a Luftwaffe pilot who had 

crashed among the Tartars behind enemy lines in Russia, 

and to Ray, whose protagonist grows up and suffers the 

vicissitudes as well as savours the exaltations of life 

through the cycle of three films. Dodiya has noted that 

this painting holds several private meanings for him: 

“Apur Sansar was made in 1959, the year I was born, 

and its boy-protagonist, Kajal, is about three years old in 

the film. In my mind, he will always be just a little older 

than me, of my generation. And in the painting, you see 

the heavy stone blocks from Beuys’ work, End of the 

20th Century, lying like huge dead bodies, dominating 

the quiet Bengal riverine landscape from Ray’s film, 

with its sailing boat. I wanted to make a painting that 

talked about its own time, 1997, nearly the end of the 

20th century, whose shadow had darkened and changed 

human experience forever. Kajal became my alter ego. 

Wouldn’t his choices, his dilemmas, his anxieties and 

joys have been like mine?” [23]
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As the 20th century passed into the 21st, Dodiya’s concern 

with “talking about his own time” deepened; the idioms 

through which he chose to deliver these reflections grew 

ever more experimental and sophisticated. From 1999 

onward, he began to work in internally self-consistent 

series, extended suites that he presented in the form of 

monographic exhibitions once or twice a year. Beginning 

with paintings like the now-iconic Man with Chakki 

(1998) and the ten startling large-format watercolours 

collectively titled Tearscape (2001), Dodiya elaborated a 

meditation on the postcolonial nation-state, which was 

at the same time a meditation on the uncertain fate of 

the citizen, as well as the artist-as-citizen, within it. This 

trajectory within Dodiya’s work reclaims the Romantic 

vision of the artist as the unacknowledged legislator of 

humanity; launched in this direction, Dodiya addressed 

such extreme conditions as loss and violence, private 

grief and collective catastrophe.

This tendency is strikingly articulated in his paintings 

rendered on laminates, like Man with Chakki, which 

pulls the viewer’s gaze into the action of the painting: 

a man sits grinding at a flour mill while also defecating 

on what is revealed to be an outline map of India; 

unwittingly, we find ourselves reflected in the small, 

circular mirrors used in aabhla embroidery, with which 

the silver-grey laminate ground around him is studded. 

By implicating the viewer in this ritual anti-lustration of 

excreta and symbolically pulling away the safety cordon 

of the gallery as white space to expose its denizens to 

the domain of subaltern dispossession, Dodiya politicises 

the viewing experience. He transports us dexterously us 

into a fabular economy of doomed labour, frustrated 

aspiration, unwitting voyeurism and sudden revelation. 

Man with Chakki unmasks the painting as an object 

raised to auratic value by the logic of commodity-

fetishism and charges it with transgressive energy as a 

lesson in revolutionary pedagogy. [24]

Dodiya’s trajectory of political allegory reached a high 

point in 2001, when he presented the Tearscape series at 

The Fine Art Resource, Berlin. In these ten large-format 

paintings, executed in watercolour, acrylic and marble 

dust, Dodiya continued his exploration of the theme 

of the nation: he conceived of the nation as a manic 

dancer, an emaciated demoness, a deranged acrobat, a 

wandering ascetic, a raging marionette that has jerked 

itself free of its puppet-master, a lost mother. This 

overwhelming presence is not the beatific Mother India, 

idealised as a goddess or heroine in the mythology of 

patriotism, in Abanindranath Tagore’s 1905 watercolour 

Bharat Mata or Mehboob Khan’s 1957 film Mother India, 

but an altogether different and terrifying entity: the 

portrait of an India threatened with schism and violence, 

a motherland driven mad by turmoil and fragmentation. 

Drawing on sources as varied as the texts and images of 

mediaeval Indian devotionalism and the jigsaw-puzzle 

clues offered by contemporary politics, Dodiya created, 

here, a group of commanding images that truly deserve 

the elevated but all-too-promiscuously bestowed title of 

‘icons’. His protagonists in these paintings—Woman with 

Chakki, Lullaby, Houseboat, Shipwreck—were attended, 

and their anguish and desperation emphasised, by such 

symbols as a precariously balanced house, a shipwreck, 

a giant turtle and a skull in the belly. Tearscape is one 

of Dodiya’s most overtly political series of paintings, as 

expressively rich as it is critically vibrant.

The protagonists of the Tearscape allegories attest to a 

departure in Dodiya’s figuration. So far, he had relied on a 

reasonably realistic representation of the human figure, 

varying within a range between retinal, photographic 

and cinematic images on the one hand and the pictorial 

stylisations of film stills, comic strips and various idioms 

of realist or expressionist painting on the other. In 

Tearscape, he set himself the task of drafting a new kind 

of figure, one that demonstrated a marked kinship with 

the spectre, the wraith, the phantom. In constructing 

his female icon personifying the Indian nation-state, he 

summoned up the bibhatsa and the bhayanaka—the 

categories of the repellent and the fearsome, conceived 

of as legitimate areas of aesthetic experience in the 

Sanskrit rasa system—and produced a figure of exposed 

bone and sinew, her studded vertebrae like rivets, her 

body bent and hooked into impossible gesticulations, 

her braid of hair curved like a flagellant’s whip. Dodiya 

exhibited a painterly relish in depicting extreme mental 

and physical conditions through a calculated exaggeration 

of this figure, which inspires compassion as a symbol of 

starvation, penance and hysteria, yet also fear and terror.
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Dodiya’s female figure in Tearscape strongly suggests 

the marionette theatre; indeed, it brings vividly back 

to mind Heinrich von Kleist’s incomparable 1810 essay 

on the subject. Cast as a recollection of the author’s 

conversation with an accomplished dancer at the 

opera, von Kleist’s essay meditates on the strange 

oscillation between a seemingly disjointed physicality 

and an effortlessly graceful quality of movement in the 

puppets of the marionette theatre he has seen in the 

market square. Kleist’s interlocutor observes that the 

marionettes “haven’t discovered the law of gravity. They 

know nothing about the inertia of matter. In other words 

they know nothing of those qualities most opposed to 

the dance. The force that pulls them into the air is more 

powerful than that which shackles them to the earth. 

... These marionettes, like fairies, use the earth only as 

a point of departure; they return to it only to renew 

the flight of their limbs with a momentary pause. We, 

on the other hand, need the earth: for rest, for repose 

from the effort of the dance; but this rest of ours is, in 

itself, obviously not dance; and we can do no better than 

disguise our moments of rest as much as possible.” He 

concludes the parable of the marionette puppet with the 

astounding conclusion: “[A]fter self-consciousness has, 

so to speak, passed through infinity, the quality of grace 

will reappear; and this reborn quality will appear in the 

greatest purity, a purity that has either no consciousness 

or consciousness without limit: either the jointed doll or 

the god.” [25] The protagonist of Tearscape could be read 

as a marionette, one who has discovered the strings that 

operate her: she has experienced self-consciousness, 

gravity, exhaustion, weakness, her alienation from 

the universe of which she was effortlessly a part. 

Consequently, her rage and anguish stem from being 

trapped in this discovery, stranded in a condition remote 

from union with the universe, purity and grace.

The dialectic between mortality and survival is one of the 

underlying themes of Tearscape: the body’s vulnerability 

and proneness to damage are dramatised, but so is the 

body’s endurance, its ability to adapt itself to hostile 

circumstances. The radically transfigured figuration 

of ‘Tearscape’ marked a new and major passage in 

Dodiya’s career: it enabled him to release into the public 

sphere an unnerving and even shocking contemporary 

mythology, whose protagonists incarnated the despair, 

terror and meagre hope of millions of Indians. At the 

core of this mythology was a haunting sense of what 

Nancy Adajania, in an astute analysis of one of the 

early Tearscape paintings, described as ‘disenchanted 

nationalism’. [26] The nuance of the phrase is precise, 

for nationalism was an enchantment, a belief in a joyous 

future; and the loss of that belief has plunged large 

numbers of Indians, elite as well as subaltern, urban 

as well as rural, into a condition of crippling anxiety. 

Since the artist functions as a sensitive recording 

mechanism, he reflects the tensions of society while 

also signalling his own responses to these. Thus, while 

Dodiya’s Tearscape may appear to be driven by private 

fantasy and aesthetic pleasure, in actuality, its idiom of 

phantasmagoria allows us to approach the unbearable 

historical reality from an angle. [27] Tearscape’s idiom 

of melancholy criticality is set at the other end of the 

spectrum of feeling from An Artist of Non-violence, 

with its stress on affirmation. Tearscape reminds us of 

the etymological meaning of the word ‘allegory’, which 

springs from the ancient Greek phrase, alla agoria, 

another way of making a truth public.
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In February-March 2002, India was once again convulsed 

by a political outrage, a crime against humanity: the 

systematic slaughter and dispossession of the Muslim 

minority in the western Indian state of Gujarat, conducted 

by Hindu right-wing extremists. The state government, 

controlled by the Hindu right-wing Bharatiya Janata 

Party, was profoundly complicit in this cataclysm, which 

began with an altercation at the provincial railway 

station of Godhra, on 27 February 2002, during which 

local Muslims are alleged to have set fire to a train 

compartment occupied by activists belonging to the 

Hindu-majoritarian formation. This incident bears every 

sign of having been mounted by agents provocateurs; 

in a supposedly spontaneous demonstration of outrage 

across Gujarat, Muslim workplaces and property were 

put to the torch, Muslims were driven from their homes, 

many Muslim mosques and Sufi shrines were demolished 

and their sites paved over with asphalt, as if they had 

never existed.

The ‘spontaneous demonstration’ stretched over several 

weeks. More than 2000 people were killed, barbarous 

scenes of rape and butchery enacted, entire localities 

subjected to ethnic cleansing. In the aftermath of this 

holocaust, homeless Muslims were hustled into refugee 

camps, where they continue to live; forbidden by 

unwritten sanction to return to their neighbourhoods, 

these individuals have been derogated from the protocols 

of citizenship, denied basic amenities and entitlements 

as well as livelihood opportunities and voting rights.

The scale of the supposedly retaliatory violence that 

followed the Godhra incident and the high level of 

preparedness among the attack squads, with stockpiles 

of weaponry in position, well-rehearsed communication 

lines and unrestricted access to demographic data, 

make it clear that this was a carefully orchestrated 

pogrom. Judicial as well as independent inquiries have 

demonstrated the shocking extent to which ministers, 

bureaucrats, police officials and the lower judiciary in 

Gujarat had participated as key actors in the staging 

of this pogrom, and the manner in which the State’s 

apparatus of law, order and justice had been perverted 

to serve the bloodlust of the Right. [28]

Like all sensitive and liberal Indians, Dodiya felt the shock 

of these events deeply. As a native speaker of Gujarati 

whose family had migrated to Bombay from Gujarat, 

and a subscriber to the compassionate philosophy of 

Gandhi (also a Gujarati), the artist experienced the 2002 

events as a violation that touched him viscerally, in the 

core of his being. Gradually, intuitively, an allegorical 

strategy of response took shape in his mind. He shifted 

his attention from the bulking weight of political events 

to the language in which aggressive rhetoric had been 

circulated, the language that had been used to broadcast 

a strident annihilationist ideology across the state of 

Gujarat. Dodiya, as few of his viewers know, used to 

write poetry as a student; as a friend of poets, and a 

devoted reader of poetry in several Indian languages 

and also European languages in translation, he resolved 

to contradict this gross abuse of the Gujarati language.
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