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A Conversation with Vibha Galhotra 
 

 
 

Untitled, from the series “Life on Mars,” 2019. Nickel-coated ghungroos, fabric, and polyurethane coat, 72 x 72 x 5 in. Photo: 
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“Beyond the Blue,” Vibha Galhotra’s current solo exhibition at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York, 
imagines a narrative of interplanetary migration to Mars in the wake of the (human-made) destruction of 
our planet. It includes her series “Life on Mars,” in which images of the surface of the planet sourced from 
NASA are rendered in hand-sewn wall works created with traditional ghungroo bells, as well as 
installation and sculptural works that employ broken glass, cement, and metal—the material building 
blocks of modern living. By breaking apart and reconstructing the present realities of the climate crisis, 
Galhotra embodies and questions shifting baselines, the entanglement of science fiction and reality. 
 
Recent shows include “Climacteric” at Punjab Lalit Kala Akademi, Chandigarh, India, in 2019, as well 
as Who Owns the Water?, a participatory panel and dinner hosted by Asia Society that focused on cross-
disciplinary discussion of water crises around the world. Another ongoing project, Black Cloud, mimics the 
ever-present “black cloud” of polluted air over Delhi through kite-flying, with the collective effort of many 
participants shaping the form in the sky. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/24th/


Sculpture magazine: How did your new show come about? 
Vibha Galhotra: I’ve been working around, I won’t say climate change, but nature, for the past many 
years. In my college days I was already interested in Land Art and doing a lot of works which involve 
nature. I don’t know when I got fixated with the idea of climate change—it was a very organic process. 
And for the past 12 years now, I’ve lived in Delhi. Delhi is the capital city of India, and it’s quite polluted. 
When I moved there, I was not aware of the geography of the city: I knew that the river flows close to the 
old town, but I had no idea that the sewer I crossed is actually the Yamuna River. But it has turned into a 
sewer because of residential waste and industrial affluence. I became interested in reading the river more 
and more, and I started doing walks around the rivers. I discovered a lot of things about the city. Delhi 
then became my window to look at the world, and to look at the capitalist idea of nature, at contamination, 
at climate change, and at the Anthropocene. 
 
Layer by layer by layer, we are on a suicidal path with nature. I basically look at the politics and 
economics of cities around their natural resources, especially a country like India, which is constantly 
developing. We are building and building and building and building, so I don’t know if development itself is 
as relevant as the degrowth of nature and natural resources. 
 
I can talk about today’s situation in India: Delhi is going through this apocalyptic time with air pollution. 
There is a festival in one region of India where people go to the river, immerse themselves, and pray. 
When they went there, there was kind of a froth, from the chemicals in the river. India is going through an 
economic crisis, so people are not able to pay attention to expensive solutions to their industries. Around 
November/December every year, the air is also really polluted. They blame the fires from the farmers, 
who burn their staples. I don’t know if that’s the right reason or there’s some other reason attached to it, 
but scientifically, according to WHO’s guidelines for breathable air, we are living six percent over the safe 
limit. So you can imagine that people die. 
 
Sculpture: Is that the whole country, or in Delhi? 
VG: Delhi especially, but in other parts also. We don’t have the data from every place—we have data only 
from a few places. They say that we don’t have resources, but lots of things are being hidden—fake news 
and data are given. But it’s undeniable that you are breathing that in. 
 
I try to bring the fiction and fact together in my work, so that I can bridge a gap between understanding for 
the masses, the viewers, whoever is seeing my work. I know it’s a very difficult road, especially in India. 
There are very few art audiences. You have to kind of create this voice and, you know, shake people with 
your work. But people come to see aesthetic work. So how do you shake people? I try to bring my pieces 
to such a juncture that it can serve both purposes: my conceptual need for making the work, and people’s 
viewership. How can I make audiences react to certain situations? That’s the base. 
 
For the upcoming show, “Beyond the Blue,” I am looking at interplanetary migration as a solution given by 
the science right now. But my question is: Is it doable or not, and how many people can go there? Is there 
water on Mars? Are we going to Mars in suspense? People who are buying space on Mars or a one-way 
ticket to Mars are very absurd to me. And the only data that has been provided is from NASA or Elon 
Musk’s SpaceX. These are the combined sources I’m using for my research work, and I’m re-
appropriating the images which they are providing for public use. Now NASA has opened their archive for 
Mars so that they can advertise the idea of going to Mars more and more. I’m interested in these twists 
that all the capitalist machines are doing. Why are we spending so much money going to Mars? We can 
do it here. 
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Sculpture: How did you first come across those images? 
VG: The articles started appearing in 2013 or 2014, I think. And I’m very interested in research about 
Mars, because it provides a lot of data from different countries, especially about the air. I started doing 
work about the air in 2012. I follow Vedic philosophy, which has a quote that what exists in you exists in 
the universe, or what exists in the universe, exists in you. It’s both ways; it’s vice versa. So that means we 
are made of five elements, and so is the environment. If we hamper the environment, we hamper 
ourselves. Are we ready for that, or are we actually not leaving room for any repair? We’ve repaired 
things through science for a long time now. Industrialization, the whole capitalist idea, seems like it has 
failed; I know a lot of people can oppose me on that, but I think for living, or for a sustainable 
environment, those are the failed ideas. Now, how to go back? It’s not possible. How to stop it here, 
now—that’s something I think we can work on. 
 
I know I’m not an activist, but being an artist I can convey these ideas through visuals. I’m also aware that 
we as artists are creating a lot of carbon footprint. But we don’t have another solution to narrate the story 
in a different way. I might have it in the future, but for now I still think that how I can reduce my carbon 
footprint is very important. Most of the work in this exhibition is going to be made from industrial materials, 
so it’s in your face. There is going to be printing, cement, glass, and metal. These are very conscious 
decisions to use those materials, because I think they are the materials modern living is drawn to. 
 
Sculpture: With these NASA images, the water has become almost an abstraction, because it’s 
not there; we’re looking for it. That’s an interesting shift from your previous work. 
VG: Thank you. I think we are living in such times that we really need to think through what we are doing 
to these elements. These elements are very important to us—especially water. Without water there is no 
life. We are not shifting to Mars because there is no water as yet. The moment there is water, everybody’s 
going to try to shift there. It’s going to be very expensive, and only the rich will be able to access it. 
 
All the work, I’ll say, comes from life. It’s just paying attention to the details: how people are ignoring what 
they shouldn’t ignore, or how we are pushed to ignore certain things. Those are the details you have to 
look into. Maybe as an artist I have more time than the people who are going into an office and working. 
 
Sculpture: How do you generally begin a piece? Often you work with data or images. 
VG: I am constantly reading. And there are some beautiful writers I follow, like Donna Haraway, Amitav 
Ghosh, Naomi Klein. These are the people that have researched a lot on climate change and 
policymaking, and they are questioning everything. 



Sculpture: What do you most want out of an audience when they come to see an exhibition, if it’s 
this tricky play between the aesthetics, as you were saying, and the concept? 
VG: I think I am mimicking the situation about the environment, where people don’t understand what is 
right, what is wrong—even I don’t know what’s right and wrong. It’s important for audiences to immerse 
themselves in the experience that I go through while making the works. But the work is also about 
aesthetic play. I definitely want them to read about my work so the writing gives more understanding. And 
moreover, for me, as an artist, process is more important; I will give them some kind of storyline or thread 
to understand the work better. 
 
The first section of the show is going to be about the wounded earth. I’m making some performance-
based works in the studio, where I’m actually wounding a round plate, poking it with knives and sharp 
things—something like Fontana. There are grooves puncturing the surface. It’s a metaphor for the earth: 
how, as a human being, I am constantly wounding the earth. And on the ground will be broken metal, with 
printed images of landscapes which are already gone, or already extinct—like the Amazon, like so many 
islands which are submerged in water. The earth is breaking, it’s very fragile anyway. The whole 
atmosphere is very fragile. 
 
I want people to experience that while walking to the new planet. That’s why it’s called “Beyond the Blue.” 
So the first section is going to be all about the blue planet, and the second section is about Mars, and will 
be very “spacey”—how a spaceship is designed, or how we imagine space. How do you look at earth 
from the other planet? It’s kind of narrative, but also very abstract. 
 

 
 

Untitled, from the series “Life on Mars,” 2019. Nickel-coated ghungroos, fabric, and polyurethane coat, 72 x 72 x 5 in. Photo: 
Courtesy the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery. 

 
Sculpture: Do the new works employ ghungroo bells at all? 
VG: In one section, there will be ghungroo works. I think the show started developing organically, and I 
was already working on those pieces, so it was in continuation of making the series “Life on Mars.” Those 
pieces will be included, as well as the new pieces, which will be only paper—paper sculptures or paper 
casts. It’s a flat surface, but there is a casting involved. 
 
Process-wise, all the works are collaborative. The ghungroo works are done with my team in studio: it is 
in one of the urban villages, so women who were just homemakers came to my studio and now have 
been there for the last 10 years working with me. I’m really happy with that team of people. They pay 
more attention than me sometimes; they are very careful of each and every thing that I say, and they 
have a great respect for the work. I’m really blessed to have such a great team of people working with 
me. 



Once the work finishes, and we stretch it and display it on the wall, you must see their expression. They 
have this great feeling of pride. “We made this, really?” That feeling I die for. 
 
Sculpture: What is the technique used? 
VG: It’s sewing. I have an artist’s assistant who, in my absence, guides them. I draw on the canvas, so 
there is a process of construction, deconstruction, and reconstruction in the work. Basically, nothing is 
permanent; everything is intangible. My drawing is being given to these people in a certain way, but while 
making, because the ghungroo sizes are different, the drawing changes—maybe 20 percent only, but it 
changes. I generally use wax colors on the fabric—it’s a very childlike drawing. I just draw and fill in the 
colors like a child. 
 
Sculpture: The Yamuna River has recently been granted partial legal rights in India, but many 
questions about the actual application of the protection, of who’s guarding the river, remain. Can 
you talk about your recent project with Asia Society surrounding issues of water rights? 
VG: India thinks that rivers are the goddess, so they are living entities anyway within the religious belief 
system. The project which I did with Asia Society questions the ownership of water. I open-endedly 
questioned experts who come from different backgrounds: from the government, as well as activists, 
academicians, people from diverse communities like the Lenape community and the fisherman 
community from Southampton, musicians, artists, and writers. They all got together to talk about water, 
and they were being served very good food. We recorded them, and I am trying to make this an evidential 
piece between developing and developed countries.  
 
In America, like other countries, lots of policies have not been accessible to the public. People are 
generally very deceived about policies and the doings of the big companies, such as  how companies are 
selling us water, and why we are buying water, especially in India. The country is poor, so why are we 
buying bottled water? Why is my country not providing me clean water? It seems like clean water versus 
the right to pollute. How are you fighting that? It’s very uncertain right now. Looking at the younger kids 
taking leave to talk about the environment, asking questions like Greta [Thunberg], I think it’s amazing. 
It’s something really powerful, and we need to have more and more kids asking questions of us. 
 
Sculpture: Would you say you’re an optimist? 
VG: I am, in a way. Otherwise I wouldn’t be making art. But I question our way of living, our new human 
behaviors, how we are influencing the whole world. Maybe Google is the biggest engine to convey the 
image of “perfect living.” But that perfect living is failing somewhere. And it has been introduced in the 
other part of the world. A lot of people here, I’m seeing that they are going vegetarian, they are reducing 
their consumerist needs. But in a country like India, consumerism is going up. Because people have not 
experienced that kind of life, and they look forward to this kind of life. The grass is greener on the other 
side, always. People from America or Britain want to follow the Indian way of living—with yoga and 
healthy food—and we want to follow the opposite. We want to follow the West. It’s kind of how the idea’s  
been sold to you. 
 
Sculpture: Certain artists feel the need to separate their work as activists from their professional 
work, but it seems that you don’t find that distinction necessary. 
VG: Frankly speaking, I’m making my work. I’m not interested in these labels. Even to call myself an 
artist, I hesitate a little. I’m just an observer of my time. I think we all have an important, I won’t say duty, 
but it’s a concern. If you have some concern, you will act on it—otherwise you’re just living like a goat. 
 
“Beyond the Blue” is on view from February 21 through March 28, 2020. 
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9 Must-See Shows in New York This March 
 

Here, Artsy’s editors share their favorite exhibitions that recently opened in New York. 
 
Vibha Galhotra 
Jack Shainman Gallery, 524 West 24th Street 
Feb. 21–Mar. 28 
 

 
 

The first room in Vibha Galhotra’s show “Beyond the Blue” at Jack Shainman Gallery feels like an 
embalming chamber: Five pockmarked circles of Korean hanji paper peer from the walls. Corpse-white 
and reminiscent of gauze, their barren lunar landscapes speak to a riven world, sapped of its life and 
color, while on the frontmost wall, a steel-and-glass map of Earth hangs precariously from a wall rack. 
There’s a funereal weight to the monochrome room, but it’s undercut with a sense of fragility and even 
carelessness. The glittering map feels frightfully askew, soon to fall and shatter on the gallery floor. 
 
The “blue” in the show’s title is Earth’s lifeblood—its water and resources. And while the initial gallery 
imagines what happens after those resources are gone, the back room imagines a cosmic geography 
humming with protean life. The four tondos in the series “Life on Mars” (2019) are of similar shape and 
size as the first room’s hanji paper works, but they’re made of miniature metallic bells called ghungroos; 
their multicolored topographies resemble both Martian landscapes and the patterned hides of animals. 
They feel like a promise of life after extinction, and are comforting in their color and tactility. But while this 
progression feels optimistic, you still have to leave the gallery the way you came, and that planetary 
morgue is a stark reminder of the immediate costs of ecological violence. 
 
 
 

 
 

 

https://www.artsy.net/artist/vibha-galhotra
https://www.artsy.net/jack-shainman-gallery


MAY 17

Art Out: Till Freiwald, Viha Galhotra, and Richard Mosse

ART OUT (/CULTUR/CATGORY/ART+OUT)

© Andrés Mercado

Images by Andrés Mercado

Jack Shainman Gallery is pleased to present Brave New World, a three-person exhibition

including works by Till Freiwald, Vibha Galhotra and Richard Mosse.  Brave New

World brings together three artists, linked through their social consciousness, who spark

conversations on mass migration. As a Nationalist wave spreads around the globe, we

must question how we came to this juncture, and what a future will look like if society

continues down this path.

Richard Mosse’s series The Castle, which was first shown at the gallery in 2017, charts

the refugee crisis permeating across Europe, the Middle East and North Africa. Using a

military-grade surveillance camera intended for border and combat surveillance, Mosse

records these often-ignored landscapes of human displacement. By capturing only

thermal radiation from over 30 kilometers away, these removed depictions mirror the

dehumanizing narratives that all too often pervade press coverage of such sights.

Through deeper observation we find details that push beyond this degree of

separation. Souda Camp, Chios Island, Greece, which depicts adolescents swimming in the

Aegean Sea, reminds us that the individuals living in these squalid conditions contain a

far more complex humanity than a simple heat signature.

http://museemagazine.com/culture/category/Art+Out
http://museemagazine.com/cart
http://museemagazine.com/


While Mosse focuses on the reality of the present, Till Freiwald’s large scale soft pastel

drawings mine the past to better understand the systems that lead to designating our

neighbors as others. Pauppenbauer, a meticulously rendered drawing of children making

dolls, utilizes a source image from an old family album taken during the artist’s

childhood in 1960’s Peru. Drawn to the image due to the palpable rigidity of the

environment, Freiwald calls into question the long-term effects of an upbringing of this

nature. Paired with  Stadt 3, which portrays a Brazilian Favela in the 1970’s, Freiwald

comments on the link between historically upheld institutions and the reality of another

nation threatened by exclusionary immigration policies, widespread police violence in

less privileged neighborhoods, and the erosion of environmental protections.

As protectionist instincts spread across the globe, Vibha Galhotra’s work, which

addresses the impact of globalization on topography and the environment, calls into

question what limited natural resources will challenge the current trend to preserve

borders moving forward. Based in New Delhi, Galhotra’s practice has long been

influenced by the sacred Yamuna River, which flows through the city and supports life

in the region. As the Yamuna is now one of the most contaminated rivers in the world,

Galhotra was particularly struck by a NASA research project begun in 2005 in hopes of

finding viable sources of water on Mars. Comprised entirely of ghungroos, small metal

bells worn on women’s bodies in traditional Indian dance, Galhotra reconstructs

photographs pulled from this research. While this futuristic inquiry may yield results, it

does cause one to question why more energy is not focused on preserving the resources

we have.

By bringing together these three artists and their multiplicity of styles and media, Brave

New World asks us to contemplate the relevance of our current moment. Although it is

fraught with anxiety for our future, the inherent divisiveness has activated a surge of

engagement, and a desire for individuals to weigh in on the conversations shaping our

future.

Jack Shainman Gallery

May 16 - June 22 2019

Hours: Tues-Sat 10am~6pm

2819, 513 W 20th St, New York, NY 10011

© Andrés Mercado

https://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/24th-street-23/
http://museemagazine.com/cart
http://museemagazine.com/


Chinki Sinha
November 5, 2018 ISSUE DATE: November 12, 2018 | UPDATED: November 5, 2018 18:33 IST

Known for her environmental concerns, Galhotra thinks of her art as that missing red ink. (Photo: Yasir Iqbal)

News / Magazine / Leisure / No joke

No joke
Artist Vibha Galhotra's work looks at the environment with "motherly concern", she says.

It's no coincidence that  book of Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek's jokes lies on the table in artist Vibha Galhotra's 
Delhi flat. One of the jokes in it offers a pretty good explanation of Galhotra’s work: when an East German goes to 
Siberia for work, he tells his friends that to get past the censor he’ll use a simple code, everything in blue ink will be 
true, and anything in red ink will be false. Everything is wonderful here. Stores are full, food is abundant, apartments 
are large and properly heated, movie theatres show films from the West, there are many beautiful girls ready for an 
affair, his first letter reads. The only thing unavailable is red ink.

Known for her environmental concerns, Galhotra thinks of her art as that missing red ink. I look at the environment 
with a motherly concern. And, of course, you have felt the gender bias. You know it stops you from many things, but 
you break the wheel, she says.
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She picked up the threads for her upcoming work, to be showcased in New York at the Jack Shainman Gallery next 
year, from the research of various space agencies, especially NASA’s quest to find water beyond Earth. They are 
selling one-way ticket to Mars, she says. Elon Musk, the CEO of SpaceX, claims [we will] inhabit Mars by 2024. His 
proposal for a spacefaring civilisation, with a multi-planetary species’ hints toward a new scary form of colonisation.

Simultaneously, Galhotra’s also working on Food for Thought’, a public participatory performance that revolves 
around the theme of panchabhuta or the five elements (water, air, fire, air and ether). But don’t expect pretty things, 
she says.

For her recent work as part of the Facing India’ exhibition at Germany’s Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, she imagined a 
future Anthropocene, where viewers confronted the damage humanity has wrought upon the environment.
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At Lux, artist’s bell-based sculptures address
environmental changes

By Maya Kroth

APRIL 11, 2017, 7:15 PM

his month, New Delhi-based conceptual artist Vibha Galhotra is in residence at Encinitas’ Lux Art
Institute with a series of works inspired by globalization’s effect on the environment.

Galhotra garnered international attention with “Absur-City-Pity-Dity,” a 2015 exhibition in New York City that
found the artist responding to “all kinds of absurdity I observed in the city of Delhi,” including the festering
pollution of the Yamuna River.

At Lux, she’ll turn her attention to our local waterways.

Her sculptures are both thought-provoking and aesthetically appealing, made by sewing tens of thousands
ghungroos (ankle bells worn by Indian women) onto vast swathes of fabric shaped into organic forms: a

Ad ?

Works by Vibha Galhotra: on wall, "World Trash," and in foreground, "Between." (Courtesy photo)
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beehive, a serpent, a river slick with oil.

Here’s Galhotra in her own words:

“I got inclined toward nature at university, because there was nothing else to do on the campus: no
entertainment of the modern world, no clubs, no pubs. I thought, ‘I’m in the 18th century!’ But that brought me
closer to the natural world. I used to go the rivers and make a work and leave it there. My site-specific work
started there.

“I was using seeds in my work, but I was looking for a more permanent material. The shape of the ghungroos is
inspired by seeds. Ghungroos are worn by women, but they were also worn by men earlier; the tribe used to
wear them to make their presence felt in the natural world. There’s not a gender thing present in these works.
For that matter, I’m not a very gender-specific person.

“When I shifted to Delhi, I knew it was a rude place for the environment. I started studying and realized that the
living conditions here are not right for human beings — or any beings. I saw how birds are missing from the city,
how other species are missing, and I thought, ‘Who am I? I might be missing from the city very soon.’

“I’m talking about global issues through a local window. These are issues all over the world, not just in Delhi.

“I am from a generation which is seeing a major change in education, environment, culture. (Water pollution) is
a major issue all around the world: E-waste is being thrown into the ocean and it’s changing aquatic life. The
whole Earth is changing its course; it might be a natural process or the human impact. ... The whole world is
living under a fear factor.

“(Nobody owns) water, air, earth, ether or fire, but somebody else can claim that ownership and start selling
bottled water. This is a common resource; why do I need to buy it? Because somebody created a fear that this
water is poisonous, so we all started consuming it, buying it without realizing it’s a source that is common.

“In India, we believe in the element of ether: panchabuta, atmosphere, space. Whatever you throw in space, it’ll
come back like a boomerang. I feel that we are creating a lot of fear: advertising, news, all environmental
research is based on fear factor. Maybe my art is even based on fear factor. It’s a boomerang: that fear will come
back to us. I try to find the presence of some hope everywhere.

“There will be certain things in the show that leave people with melancholia, but I want them to walk away with
hope. (I want to get people) talking about the commons; rather than what’s mine or yours, we need to talk about
these commons now. (To see that) the globe is one, rather than have borders which are inbetween us. But those
borders are not seen by nature. If any devastation happens in the natural world, it impacts the whole world.”

Vibha Galhotra at Lux Art Institute
When: In residence through April 29. On display through May 27.Support Quality Journalism 

Subscribe for only 99¢ START TRIAL ›



Where: 1550 S. El Camino Real, Encinitas

Tickets: $5 for adults. Free for Lux members, ages 21 and under and bicycle riders.

Phone: (760) 436-6611

Online: luxartinstitute.org

Kroth is a freelance writer.

Twitter: @outdoorlivingsd

michael.rocha@sduniontribune.com
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“When the people will have lost their remembrance and thus will have no past, only future

When they will have to discover everything, every moment again and again

When they will have lost their need for contact with others …

Then they will live in a world of only colour, light, space, time, sounds and movement

Then colour light space time sounds and movement will be free

No music

No theatre

No art

No

There will be

Sound

Colour

Light

Space

Time

Movement.”

                                                    

                                                                                                                                   Stanley Brouwn

[IN]SANITY IN THE AGE OF REASON 



Exhibition view - [In]sanity In The Age of Reason

MARKS /  linoleum and foot prints / 18 x 30 in / 2016-17 
 

As I write about Vibha Galhotra’s work 

from Upstate New York, where I live 

and work, we should be in the depths of 

winter. It is the last week of February, 

and temperatures should sit well below 

zero Celsius. There should be mounds 

of old, dirty snow on the roadsides, 

tainted by de-icing mixes of rock salt 

and sodium or potassium chloride, 

scraped aside by the army of snow 

ploughs that troll the highways and by 

ways after each snowfall. Low clouds 

should be greying each day, with barely 

a hint of the nearing spring equinox. So 

harsh is the long winter in this post-

industrial city with little to prettify its 

rows of abandoned warehouses and 

obsolete smokestacks that there is no 

month in which we long more for 

Spring than during winter’s last stretch 

in February. Yet, this morning, I woke 

up to thunderstorms and torrential rain. 

The tulip and crocus bulbs I planted in 

the autumn – late March harbingers of 

spring, antidote to the rusting cityscap 

are already sending up their long green 

leaves. 

This environmental and climate 

“weirding” is how most people in this 

region, deeply invested in the brand of 

political conservativism specific to the 

U.S. one that dictates that climate 

change is a “liberal” invention intended 

to curb industry and gum up progress  

have been forced to realise that some-

thing is wrong. Although it is common-

place today to hear news reports about 

noxious spills of livestock faecal matter 

from factory farms, exploding oil rigs 

that destroy an entire Gulf’s ecosystem, 

meltdowns at nuclear plants poisoning 

surrounding farmland, climate science 

literacy alone has not been sufficient to 

change minds. In the face of push-back 

and misinformation promulgated by 

lobbyists trained to oppose environmen-

tal protection laws, and the politicians 

whose careers and campaigns powerful 

industry leaders fund, science seems to 

be losing. Years of scientific research, 

with facts, figures, and graphs to support 

claims of imminent environmental 

collapse, seem powerless. Rationality 

that hallmark characteristic of the 

enlightenment, on which modern 

(European) man’s superiority over beast 

and nature was constructed  has not 

been enough. 

As Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin 

argue, the emergence of an appreciation 

for the beauty of industrialisation and 

destroyed environments is intimately 

linked to imperial ventures; in their 

introduction to Art in the Anthropocene, 

they note that according to visual 

culture theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff, 

“[t]he aesthetics of the Anthropocene 

emerged as an unintended supplement 

to imperial aesthetics—it comes to seem 

natural, right, then beautiful—and 

thereby anaesthetized the perception of 

address in her exhibition, (IN)SANITY 

IN THE AGE OF REASON. What 

artistic expression can she, as an artist, 

thinker, environmental activist and 

ordinary inhabitant of Delhi, find in the 

effluvial sludge clogging up the 

Yamuna River – this undeniable, 

material, and visible toxic evidence of 

the slow devastation of the health of an 

entire city’s inhabitants? One cannot 

walk in to Galhotra’s exhibition 

expecting “prettiness” to meditate the 

troubling realities that she addresses. 

Like other artists whose work recog-

nises that we have, irreversibly, 

“entered the ‘Anthropocene’ – a new 

geologic era marked by the impact of 

human activity on the earth” – her work 

also engages in a variety of modes, 

“ranging from critique to practical 

demonstrations and shading into other 

current tendencies like social practice, 

relational aesthetics, environmental 
4

activism and systems theory. ”  

In “The Land and Water and Air That 

We Are: Some Thoughts on COP 21,” 

Heather Davis beautifully renders the 

feelings that accompany the slow 

suffocation and poisoning of life 

forms in ethereal, poetic language. 

1modern industrial pollution.”   We can 

see this fascination with the altered 

environment through “the ever more 

colourful sunsets caused by particulate 

matter in the atmosphere, or to the 

aestheticized presentation of environ-

mental destruction or explosive 

urbanization in the photographs of 

Edward Burtynksy and Vincent Laforet 
2respectively” . Jessica Lack, too, notes, 

“art about man’s impact on the 

environment, spearheaded by the land 

art movement in the 1960s, was largely 

fatalistic and sought to reveal its grubby 
3

beauty.”  As examples, Lack reminds 

us of Richard Billingham's “amber-lit 

photographs of a deprived industrial 

backwater near Coventry, The Black 

Country, or Tomoko Takahashi's 

seemingly chaotic installations of 

modern detritus.”

What does it mean for artists to work 

within a world that is undeniably 

altered and possibly irreversibly 

damaged by human activity? What 

does it mean for artists, and their 

visual practices, to encounter the 

Anthropocene, without simply 

aesthetically arresting works that 

inevitably draw attention to the artist 

and normalise devastating problems? 

And will their singular, often locally-

focused efforts undermine the need 

for more systemic, interdisciplinary 

changes? Even as we feel our impo-

tence in the face of catastrophic 

changes to the five great elements, 

water, earth, fire, air, and space or the 

panchabhuta which, according to 

Hindu mythology, is the basis of all 

cosmic creation – can artists and art 

become more relevant – more present, 

more here – even as we feel our impo- 

tence in the face of catastrophic 

changes? Most importantly of all, can 

aesthetic practices and audience 

encounters with art be fashioned in 

such a way that we are better able to 

address the social, economic, and 

political implications of climate 

change? That is, can art and aesthetics 

often a practice of the elite  properly 

address the fact that the Anthropocene 

era will effect more damage on the 

daily, lived experiences of the poor, 

the marginalised, and disenfran- 

chised, partnering and including their 

political presence?

These are questions that conceptual 

artist Vibha Galhotra attempts to 

When the River of Life Nears Zero Time
Vibha Galhotra’s (In)Sanity In The Age Of Reason” 

M. Neelika Jayawardane 
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As I write about Vibha Galhotra’s 

work from Upstate New York, where I 

live and work, we should be in the 

depths of winter. It is the last week of 

February, and temperatures should sit 

well below zero Celsius. There should 

be mounds of old, dirty snow on the 

roadsides, tainted by de-icing mixes of 

rock salt and sodium or potassium 

chloride, scraped aside by the army of 

snow ploughs that troll the highways 

and by ways after each snowfall. Low 

clouds should be greying each day, 

with barely a hint of the nearing spring 

equinox. So harsh is the long winter in 

this post-industrial city with little to 

prettify its rows of abandoned 

to visual culture theorist Nicholas 

Mirzoeff, “[t]he aesthetics of the 

Anthropocene emerged as an unin-

tended supplement to imperial 

aesthetics—it comes to seem natural, 

right, then beautiful—and thereby 

anaesthetized the perception of modern 
1

industrial pollution.”   We can see this 

fascination with the altered environ-

ment through “the ever more colourful 

sunsets caused by particulate matter in 

the atmosphere, or to the aestheticized 

presentation of environmental destruc-

tion or explosive urbanization in the 

photographs of Edward Burtynksy and 
2

Vincent Laforet respectively” . Jessica 

Lack, too, notes, “art about man’s 

impact on the environment, spear-

headed by the land art movement in the 

1960s, was largely fatalistic and sought 
3to reveal its grubby beauty.”  As 

examples, Lack reminds us of Richard 

Billingham's “amber-lit photographs of 

a deprived industrial backwater near 

Coventry, The Black Country, or 

Tomoko Takahashi's seemingly chaotic 

installations of modern detritus.”

What does it mean for artists to work 

within a world that is undeniably 

altered and possibly irreversibly 

damaged by human activity? What 

does it mean for artists, and their 

visual practices, to encounter the 

Anthropocene, without simply 

warehouses and obsolete smokestacks 

that there is no month in which we long 

more for Spring than during winter’s 

last stretch in February. Yet, this 

morning, I woke up to thunderstorms 

and torrential rain. The tulip and 

crocus bulbs I planted in the autumn – 

late March harbingers of spring, 

antidote to the rusting cityscap are 

already sending up their long green 

leaves. 

This environmental and climate 

“weirding” is how most people in this 

region, deeply invested in the brand of 

political conservativism specific to the 

U.S. one that dictates that climate 

change is a “liberal” invention intended 

to curb industry and gum up progress  

have been forced to realise that 

something is wrong. Although it is 

commonplace today to hear news 

reports about noxious spills of livestock 

faecal matter from factory farms, 

exploding oil rigs that destroy an entire 

Gulf ’s ecosystem, meltdowns at 

nuclear plants poisoning surrounding 

farmland, climate science literacy alone 

has not been sufficient to change minds. 

In the face of push-back and misinfor-

mation promulgated by lobbyists 

trained to oppose environmental 

protection laws, and the politicians 

whose careers and campaigns powerful 

industry leaders fund, science seems to 

be losing. Years of scientific research, 

with facts, figures, and graphs to 

support claims of imminent environ-

mental collapse, seem powerless. 

Rationality that hallmark characteristic 

of the enlightenment, on which modern 

(European) man’s superiority over 

beast and nature was constructed  has 

not been enough. 

As Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin 

argue, the emergence of an appreciation 

for the beauty of industrialisation and 

destroyed environments is intimately 

linked to imperial ventures; in their 

i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  A r t  i n  t h e 

Anthropocene, they note that according 

ACCELERATION / ghungroos, fabric, wood and steel / 2 x 117 in / 2017

As I write about Vibha Galhotra’s 

work from Upstate New York, where I 

live and work, we should be in the 

depths of winter. It is the last week of 

February, and temperatures should sit 

well below zero Celsius. There should 

be mounds of old, dirty snow on the 

roadsides, tainted by de-icing mixes 

of rock salt and sodium or potassium 

chloride, scraped aside by the army of 

snow ploughs that troll the highways 

and by ways after each snowfall. Low 

clouds should be greying each day, 

with barely a hint of the nearing spring 

equinox. So harsh is the long winter in 

this post-industrial city with little to 

prettify its rows of abandoned 

warehouses and obsolete smoke-

stacks that there is no month in which 

we long more for Spring than during 

winter’s last stretch in February. Yet, 

this morning, I woke up to thunder-

storms and torrential rain. The tulip 

and crocus bulbs I planted in the 

autumn – late March harbingers of 

spring, antidote to the rusting cityscap 

are already sending up their long 

green leaves. 

This environmental and climate 

“weirding” is how most people in this 

region, deeply invested in the brand of 

political conservativism specific to the 

U.S. one that dictates that climate 

change is a “liberal” invention 

intended to curb industry and gum up 

progress  have been forced to realise 

that something is wrong. Although it is 

commonplace today to hear news 

reports about noxious spills of 

livestock faecal matter from factory 

farms, exploding oil rigs that destroy 

an entire Gulf’s ecosystem, meltdowns 

at nuclear plants poisoning surround-

ing farmland, climate science literacy 

alone has not been sufficient to change 

minds. In the face of push-back and 

misinformation promulgated by 

lobbyists trained to oppose environ-

mental protection laws, and the 

politicians whose careers and cam-

paigns powerful industry leaders fund, 

‘Anthropocene’ – a new geologic era 

marked by the impact of human 

activity on the earth” – her work also 

engages in a variety of modes, 

“ranging from critique to practical 

demonstrations and shading into other 

current tendencies like social practice, 

relational aesthetics, environmental 
4

activism and systems theory. ”  

In “The Land and Water and Air That 

We Are: Some Thoughts on COP 21,” 

Heather Davis beautifully renders the 

feelings that accompany the slow 

suffocation and poisoning of life 

forms in ethereal, poetic language. 

She illustrates how the very mole-

cules of which we, as human beings, 

are composed are poorer because of 

pollution and species extinction:

“Every time we breathe, we pull the 

world into our bodies…We become 

the outside through our breath, our 

food, and our porous skin…We have 

come into existence with and 

because of so many others, from 

carbon to microbes to dogs…[but 

we] are losing, with the increase in 

a r o m a t i c  h y d r o c a r b o n s  a n d 

methane and carbon, the animals 

and plants and air and water that 
5compose us.”  

Galhotra’s work – like Davis’ writing 

requires an emotional and psychologi-

cal engagement; it demands that we 

meditate on our daily breath as an 

essential part of our ecological 

awareness,  reconnecting us to 

indigenous practices that interconnect 

human hopes and dreams with flora 

and fauna, fire and water, earth, sun, 

stars, and the atmosphere. It insists that 

we bend our practices according to 

seasonal changes. It also requires our 

rational modernity to be part of this 

process, calling for our intellectual, 

scientific, and political engagement. 

The space that her multimedia 

installations occupy, for this exhibi

science seems to be losing. Years of 

scientific research, with facts, figures, 

and graphs to support claims of 

imminent environmental collapse, 

seem powerless. Rationality that 

hallmark characteristic of the enlight-

enment, on which modern (European) 

man’s superiority over beast and 

nature was constructed  has not been 

enough. 

As Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin 

argue, the emergence of an apprecia-

tion for the beauty of industrialisation 

and destroyed environments is 

intimately linked to imperial ventures; 

in their introduction to Art in the 

Anthropocene, they note that accord-

ing to visual culture theorist Nicholas 

Mirzoeff, “[t]he aesthetics of the 

Anthropocene emerged as an unin-

tended supplement to imperial 

aesthetics—it comes to seem natural, 

right, then beautiful—and thereby 

anaesthetized the perception of 
1

modern industrial pollution.”   We can 

see this fascination with the altered 

environment through “the ever more 

colourful sunsets caused by particulate 

matter in the atmosphere, or to the 

aestheticized presentation of environ-

mental destruction or explosive 

urbanization in the photographs of 

Edward Burtynksy and Vincent 
2

Laforet respectively” . Jessica Lack, 

too, notes, “art about man’s impact on 

the environment, spearheaded by the 

land art movement in the 1960s, was 

largely fatalistic and sought to reveal 
3its grubby beauty.”  As examples, 

Lack  reminds  us  o f  Richard 

Billingham's “amber-lit photographs 

of a deprived industrial backwater near 

Coventry, The Black Country, or 

Tomoko Takahashi's seemingly 

chaotic installations of modern 

detritus.”

What does it mean for artists to work 

within a world that is undeniably 

altered and possibly irreversibly 

damaged by human activity? What 

does it mean for artists, and their 

visual practices, to encounter the 

Anthropocene, without simply 

aesthetically arresting works that 

inevitably draw attention to the artist 

and normalise devastating problems? 

And will their singular, often locally-

focused efforts undermine the need 

for more systemic, interdisciplinary 

changes? Even as we feel our 

impotence in the face of catastrophic 

changes to the five great elements, 

water, earth, fire, air, and space or the 

panchabhuta which, according to 

Hindu mythology, is the basis of all 

cosmic creation – can artists and art 

become more relevant – more 

present, more here – even as we feel 

our impo- tence in the face of 

catastrophic changes? Most impor-

tantly of all, can aesthetic practices 

and audience encounters with art be 

fashioned in such a way that we are 

better able to address the social, 

economic, and political implications 

of climate change? That is, can art and 

aesthetics often a practice of the elite  

properly address the fact that the 

Anthropocene era will effect more 

damage on the daily, lived experi-

ences of the poor, the marginalised, 

and disenfran- chised, partnering and 

including their political presence?

These are questions that conceptual 

artist Vibha Galhotra attempts to 

a d d r e s s  i n  h e r  e x h i b i t i o n , 

(IN)SANITY IN THE AGE OF 

REASON. What artistic expression 

can she, as an artist, thinker, environ-

mental activist and ordinary inhabitant 

of Delhi, find in the effluvial sludge 

clogging up the Yamuna River – this 

undeniable, material, and visible toxic 

evidence of the slow devastation of the 

health of an entire city’s inhabitants? 

One cannot walk in to Galhotra’s 

exhibition expecting “prettiness” to 

meditate the troubling realities that she 

addresses. Like other artists whose 

work recognises that we have, 

i r r e v e r s i b l y ,  “ e n t e r e d  t h e 

BREATH BY BREATH /digital print on archival paper / 18 x 36 in / 2016-17
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Stills from the film MANTHAN

REMAINS / resin, fabric & metal / 8 x 5.5 x 94 in / 2015-16

TIME SYMPHONY OR CACOPHONY /  steel and sound / 96 x 168 x 24 in / 2016-17 
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stock faecal matter from factory farms, 

exploding oil rigs that destroy an entire 

Gulf’s ecosystem, meltdowns at 

nuclear plants poisoning surrounding 

farmland, climate science literacy 

alone has not been sufficient to change 

minds. In the face of push-back and 

misinformation promulgated by 

lobbyists trained to oppose environ-

mental protection laws, and the 

politicians whose careers and cam-

paigns powerful industry leaders fund, 

science seems to be losing. Years of 

scientific research, with facts, figures, 

and graphs to support claims of 

imminent environmental collapse, 

seem powerless. Rationality that 

hallmark characteristic of the enlight-

enment, on which modern (European) 

man’s superiority over beast and nature 

was constructed  has not been enough. 

As Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin 

argue, the emergence of an apprecia-

tion for the beauty of industrialisation 

and destroyed environments is 

intimately linked to imperial ventures; 

in their introduction to Art in the 

Anthropocene, they note that accord-

ing to visual culture theorist Nicholas 

Mirzoeff, “[t]he aesthetics of the 

Anthropocene emerged as an unin-

tended supplement to imperial 

aesthetics—it comes to seem natural, 

right, then beautiful—and thereby 

anaesthetized the perception of modern 
1industrial pollution.”   We can see this 

fascination with the altered environ-

ment through “the ever more colourful 

sunsets caused by particulate matter in 

tence in the face of catastrophic 

changes? Most importantly of all, can 

aesthetic practices and audience 

encounters with art be fashioned in 

such a way that we are better able to 

address the social, economic, and 

political implications of climate 

change? That is, can art and aesthetics 

often a practice of the elite  properly 

address the fact that the Anthropocene 

era will effect more damage on the 

daily, lived experiences of the poor, 

the marginalised, and disenfran- 

chised, partnering and including their 

political presence?

These are questions that conceptual 

artist Vibha Galhotra attempts to 

address in her exhibition, (IN)SANITY 

IN THE AGE OF REASON. What 

artistic expression can she, as an artist, 

thinker, environmental activist and 

ordinary inhabitant of Delhi, find in the 

effluvial sludge clogging up the 

Yamuna River – this undeniable, 

material, and visible toxic evidence of 

the slow devastation of the health of an 

entire city’s inhabitants? One cannot 

walk in to Galhotra’s exhibition 

expecting “prettiness” to meditate the 

troubling realities that she addresses. 

Like other artists whose work recog-

nises that we have, irreversibly, 

“entered the ‘Anthropocene’ – a new 

geologic era marked by the impact of 

human activity on the earth” – her work 

also engages in a variety of modes, 

“ranging from critique to practical 

demonstrations and shading into other 

the atmosphere, or to the aestheticized 

presentation of  environmental 

destruction or explosive urbanization 

in the photographs of  Edward 

Burtynksy and Vincent Laforet 
2

respectively” . Jessica Lack, too, notes, 

“art about man’s impact on the 

environment, spearheaded by the land 

art movement in the 1960s, was largely 

fatalistic and sought to reveal its 
3

grubby beauty.”  As examples, Lack 

reminds us of Richard Billingham's 

“amber-lit photographs of a deprived 

industrial backwater near Coventry, 

The Black Country, or Tomoko 

Takahashi's  seemingly chaotic 

installations of modern detritus.”

What does it mean for artists to work 

within a world that is undeniably 

altered and possibly irreversibly 

damaged by human activity? What 

does it mean for artists, and their 

visual practices, to encounter the 

Anthropocene, without simply 

aesthetically arresting works that 

inevitably draw attention to the artist 

and normalise devastating problems? 

And will their singular, often locally-

focused efforts undermine the need 

for more systemic, interdisciplinary 

changes? Even as we feel our 

impotence in the face of catastrophic 

changes to the five great elements, 

water, earth, fire, air, and space or the 

panchabhuta which, according to 

Hindu mythology, is the basis of all 

cosmic creation – can artists and art 

become more relevant – more present, 

more here – even as we feel our impo- 

As I write about Vibha Galhotra’s 

work from Upstate New York, where I 

live and work, we should be in the 

depths of winter. It is the last week of 

February, and temperatures should sit 

well below zero Celsius. There should 

be mounds of old, dirty snow on the 

roadsides, tainted by de-icing mixes 

of rock salt and sodium or potassium 

chloride, scraped aside by the army of 

snow ploughs that troll the highways 

and by ways after each snowfall. Low 

clouds should be greying each day, 

with barely a hint of the nearing spring 

equinox. So harsh is the long winter in 

this post-industrial city with little to 

prettify its rows of abandoned 

warehouses and obsolete smoke-

stacks that there is no month in which 

we long more for Spring than during 

winter’s last stretch in February. Yet, 

this morning, I woke up to thunder-

storms and torrential rain. The tulip 

and crocus bulbs I planted in the 

autumn – late March harbingers of 

spring, antidote to the rusting cityscap 

are already sending up their long 

green leaves. 

This environmental and climate 

“weirding” is how most people in this 

region, deeply invested in the brand of 

political conservativism specific to the 

U.S. one that dictates that climate 

change is a “liberal” invention intended 

to curb industry and gum up progress  

have been forced to realise that 

something is wrong. Although it is 

commonplace today to hear news 

reports about noxious spills of live-
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The work ACCELERATION, is based on Professor 
Will Steffen’s climate change graph “The Great 
Acceleration”, which shows the changes in Earth’s 
ecosystem and atmosphere owing to changing 
economic patterns of production and consumption, 
the latter especially gaining momentum post the 
1950s. Ghungroos, which have been a trademark of 
Galhotra’s practice, provide fluidity, and therefore 
tactfully employed by her to deconstruct the 
anthropogenic trends and reconstruct Steffen’s 
graph. The metallic sheen of this graphical 
representation is ambiguous, since while the shiny 
surface draws the viewer close, bringing him face-
to-face with Anthropogenic realities, yet the 
aesthetic appeal is almost evasive of the very dire 
realities the work represents, in the process, 
presenting a satire of sorts concerning our attitude 
towards our environment. 

The work FIVE ELEMENTS is inspired by the 
mathematical three-dimensional forms of the 
Platonic solids, named after the ancient Greek 
philosopher Plato, who designed them around 350 
A.D. to represent the atomic pattern of the five 
classical elements: earth, water, fire, air and ether. 
The mathematical symmetry of these solids which 
are composed of congruent regular convex 
polygons with identical faces meeting at a vertex, 
led Plato to theorize in his dialogue ‘Timaeus’ that 
these solids were the building blocks of nature or 
life itself. To the five solids composed including 
tetrahedron, cube, octahedron, dodecahedron, or 
icosahedron, he attributed the atomic patterns of 
the elements fire, earth, air, water and ether or 
cosmos respectively. Through this depiction, Plato 
presented an account of the formation of the 
universe and believed it to be “the handiwork of a 
divine Craftsman… who, imitating an unchanging 
and eternal model, imposes mathematical order on 
a preexistent chaos to generate the ordered 
universe (kosmos).” Impressed with these 
geometric shapes which lie at the cross-section of 
science and spirituality, Galhotra tried to revisit the 
formlessness of these elements which give form to 
everything that exists. 

Water or Jal is the underlying concern of the work 
MANTHAN, a short film. The element water is 
dualistic in character, being eternal in its atomic 
form and yet being perishable in the form of water 
bodies. The film depicts four people dressed in 
rubber suits churning the sludge and sediments 
from the river, thereby invoking Hindu mythology 
where the gods churn the ocean to obtain the nectar 
of immortality. By referencing this immortality, 
Galhotra examines the ecological threat facing the 
sacred Yamuna river and its repercussions on the 
mortality of those who come in contact with it. 
Focusing on the faecal content and chemical 
pollutants that have polluted the river to the extent 
of turning it into a sewage, its continued supply of 
drinking water to the residents of Delhi forces the 
viewer to contemplate the implications of the latter 
on not only the health of its immediate consumers, 
but also the larger ecosystem of the city. Through 
the work, Galhotra urges us to find a solution before 
it is too late. 

ELEMENTS / wood, steel, motors / 16 x 46 x 13.5 in

ACCELERATION / ghungroos, fabric, wood and steel / 2 x 117 in / 2017

MANTHAN / film duration 10:44 mins /2015 
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The work REMAINS is formed from the shroud-
like cloths dipped in the Yamuna in the film 
Manthan firstly before it mixes with the sewage 
and secondly after it becomes a real cesspool, the 
color of the fabric revealing the level of 
contamination of the polluted river in each case. 
In the sculptural works thus created, the churned 
fabric along with sediments from the river are 
inserted in resin, and then encased to archive the 
contamination of the river, their toxic 
translucency capturing the contamination of the 
present times itself. 

The work, MARKS, inclines towards the 
element Earth or Prithvi, resulting from the 
unknown participation of people walking on 
linoleum mats laid out at different public places 
including school, market, parking lot, temple, 
bank post-demonetization (November 2016), 
hospital, traffic, metro station, spice market, etc. 
Resonating with Stanley Brouwn’s practice 
which explored the impact of our daily actions 
on the environment, the work captures the 
abstract imagery of people’s footprints, 
metaphorically representing the imprints or 
rather stains we are leaving behind on our planet. 

REMAINS / resin,fabric and metal / 8 x 5.5 x 94 in / 2015-16

Ether or Akasha, the most pivotal yet subtle of 
elements, represents the space the other 
elements fill in. The origin of ether is shabda or 
sound in its primordial, un-manifested form, in 
the form of vibrations which emerge long before 
they take the form of sound in the ear. Sound and 
ether are, therefore, inseparable. As a homage to 
these sound vibrations, the work TIME 
SYMPHONY OR CACOPHONY, therefore, 
presents an interactive sound wall incorporating 
sounds from different time periods, which can be 
triggered on touch at multiple points. 
Incorporating both positive and negative sounds 
of our times and the energy, which moves us, the 
sound waves connect us to other living and non-
living beings. The work, then, will create a 
symphony or rather cacophony of sounds, 
orchestrating the atmosphere of our present 
chaotic times. 

TIME SYMPHONY OR CACOPHONY /  steel and sound / 96 x 168 x 24 in / 2016-17 

MARKS /  linoleum and foot print / 18 x 30 in / 2016-17 
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The work COMBUSTION is based on the ancient 
water clock concept encapsulating the element of 
Fire or Agni. The clock, which denotes time, is 
made using a big pan filled with burnt oil, 
containing a small bowl with a pinhole that 
measures time intervals. Resonating with fire’s 
essential characteristic i.e. heat, the use of diesel 
instead of water is a metaphor for humans running 
out of time to save our planet from becoming ashen 
through the overuse of fossil fuels. 

The work BREATH BY BREATH allegorizes the element Air or 
Vayu. While air pollution levels in most urban areas have been a 
matter of serious concern, the data generated through the National 
Ambient Air Monitoring Network does not cater well to 
understanding the air quality a common person breathes. The present 
system of air quality information, therefore, does not facilitate 
people's participation in air quality improvement efforts. In this light, 
the installation works on many levels incorporating a room 
constructed for the viewers to rejuvenate themselves by breathing in 
fresh oxygen through a mask or sitting under UV lights. 
Simultaneously, the room is also equipped with a television screening 
the performative staged photo-documentation of Galhotra collecting 
polluted air from different spots in the city of New Delhi. In addition, 
a LED screen next to the television, displays Central Pollution 
Control Board (CPCB) data on pollution from the Board’s real time 
data collection archive. While the experience of “a breath of fresh air” 
reinvigorates the memory of what only seems to be an extinct 
forgotten thing, the subsequent juxtaposition of this former 
experience with visuals and data about our present air scenario aims to 
creates an urgency in the mind of the viewer. On another note, it calls 
to question the increasing consumerism which not only led us to such 
a state of the environment, but which further capitalizes on our lack by 
creating products like air purifiers and cans of a breath of fresh air, 
stratifying the socio-economic structure even further. The work 
resonates with Galhotra’s cry “Who owns the Earth”, forcing us to 
introspect the extremes to which we will go before we decide to take 
ownership of our actions.

COMBUSTION / steel, brass and brunt fossil fuel / 60 in dia / 2016 

BREATH BY BREATH /digital print on archival paper / 18 x 36 in / 2016-17

The work CLEANSING is an amalgamation of the 
concerns associated with the elements Air and 
Earth. Environmental pollution due to mining and 
quarrying activities coupled with the rise in road 
traffic and congestion is leading to escalating dust 
levels. The latter is causing dust deposition on 
plants and vegetation in turn adversely affecting 
internal plant processes like photosynthesis, 
respiration, transpiration, and absorption of 
phytotoxic gaseous pollutants. In this rapidly 
changing world, we, humans, considering 
ourselves to be adaptable creatures barely 
acknowledge the modern-day pollution levels and 
passively accept it to be the new reality of the world 
we inhabit. To retract this passive attitude, three 
performers will be appointed to clean each leaf of a 
plant carefully (as in the practice of Zen), without 
engaging with the viewers, solely focusing on the 
connection between them and the plant. In this age 
of Anthropocene, the work is a commentary on the 
choking breath of plants, ironically the latter being 
the life saviors of our own breath. 

CLEANSING  / video in loop / 2016



VIbha Galhotra is a recipient of prestigious Rockefeller Grant at their Bellagio Center, 2016. At present, she is an Asian 

Cultural Council fellow in the US, pursuing continual research on belief and reality to intervene on the subject of 

Anthropocene. 

Galhotra's practice ranges across photography, film, video, found objects, performative objects, sculpture, installation, text, sound, 

drawing, and public interventions. Vibha shares, that her art practice crosses the dimensions of art, ecology, economy, science, 

spirituality, and activism and constantly trying to create a parallel between belief and reality, absence and presence, construction or 

[De] construction within the social, political and economical domain of our constructed structures. The constant negotiation of 

human with ecosystem and win the mystery within that ecosystem, interest her to continue her practice based on research and intuitive 

imagination to understand and question the alienation of human in the atmosphere or the atmosphere in the human dominated world. 

Through her massive but aesthetic work (both philosophically and structurally) she tries to redefine her own existence and ownership 

in this commerce driven world. Vibha studied art in Kala Bhavan Santiniketan, where she completed her Masters in 2001, and earlier 

in Chandigarh, Government College of Art. She is been honored with YFLO Woman Achiever of the Year Award in 2015, Inlaks 

Foundation Fine Arts Award in 2005-06, the National Scholarship from the Human Resource Department, Government of India in 

2001-02, and the Artist Under 30 Award, Chandigarh State Lalit Kala Academy Award in 1998. 

To mention a few of Galhotra's exhibitions, her solo exhibitions include: “Absur–City–Pity– Dity” at Jack Shainman Gallery, New 

York (USA, 2015); “The Black Cloud Project”: A Public Participatory Project (2014); “Metropia” at Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art, Winston Salem, North Carolina 

(USA, 2012); “ReBirth Day” at Centro per l’Arte Contemporanea, Piazza Cavour, San Giovanni Valdarno (Italy, 2012); She has exhibited at the Dhaka Art Summit 

(Dhaka,2014) Kathmandu International Art Festival (Nepal,2012); “Between” at Colombo Art Biennial (Sri Lanka, 2012); “India Awakens - Under the Banyan tree” at The 

Essel Museum of Contemporary Art, Austria (2010); 4th Aluminum BAKU Biennial (Azerbaijan, 2009). In 2009, she was also featured in Younger than Jesus: Artist directory 

co-published by Phaidon Press Limited, London, England and New Museum, New York. 

Galhotra’s work will be features in the upcoming book of Dr Michael Petry, Book Of Words. Her work is in collections worldwide including the Casa Masaccio Arte 

Contemporanea, Italy; Gates Foundation, USA; Singapore Art Museum, Singapore; Essl Museum, Austria; Devi Art Foundation, India; Casoria Contemporary Art Museum, 

Italy; Galerie Gut Gasteil (an open-air art museum), Austria; Saga Art College, Japan; the Europas Parkas, Lithuania. 

[In] Sanity In The Age Of Reason will be followed by another Solo exhibition of Galhotra’s collective works from previous exhibition at the LUX institute, San Diego, USA 

opening on March 29 th 2017 and her presentation at Darkened Mirror, curated by Lauren Dickens at San Jose Museum, US. 

The artist lives and works in New Delhi, India

Exhibit 320 is located in the heart of Lado Sarai, in capital city of New Delhi, India providing dynamic and creative hub for artists, the arts and its audience. Exhibit 320 

showcases contemporary art from India and the sub-continent, creating a platform for new thoughts and ideas. The emphasis of the exhibition space is on art that engages 

in new means, both by thoughts and material. It has opened this organizational space for creative endeavour, aesthetic explorations, and furthering visual dialogues. Our 

aim is to discover and encourage contemporary and evolving talent. Exhibit 320, supports seminars, lectures, and discussions, talks that contextualise art within a critical 

discourse through it’s non-profit 1After320.

 
 

18th MARCH - 17th APRIL, 2017  VIBHA GALHOTRA

[IN]SANITY IN THE AGE OF REASON 

Published on the occasion of the exhibition
(IN) SANITY IN THE AGE OF REASON
at EXHIBIT 320, New Delhi

Published by: Exhibit 320
Photographer: Rajesh Kumar Singh
Design: Rahul Shorewala

© 2017 Vibha Galhotra 

"When the River of Life Nears Zero Time: 
VIbha Galhotra's (In) Sanity in the Age of Reason"
© 2017 M. Neelika Jayawardane

Thanks to: Exhibit 320, M. Neelika Jayawardane, Sharlene Khan 
My Studio Staff
Research Team (Sukanya Garg, Sania Hashmi, Kanika Makhija)
Tech Team( Manas Baruah and Rahul Shorewala)
My Friends and Family



 

June 2016 

 



 



 
 
Posted at: Jun 5, 2016, 12:45 AM; last updated: Jun 5, 2016, 12:45 AM (IST) 
 
PRESERVE 
Don’t write off the Yamuna yet 
 
Artist Vibha Galhotra’s recent work, Absur-City-Pity-Dity, mocks at man’s 
abuse of nature, but doesn’t blame him 

 

 
Vibha Galhotra 

 
Sarika Sharma 
Astring of ghungroos would have ideally spurred some rhythm, but in artist Vibha Galhotra’s 
Absur-City-Pity-Dity, the tiny bells seem searching for some. Not frantically or frenziedly, but in 
a muted yet powerful way. Searching for the rhythm that defines life. Life that thrives on water. 
Water that is abused and misused. And that is what became the leitmotif of Vibha’s Yamuna 
project that was widely appreciated when it opened at the Jack Shainman Gallery in New York 
some time ago. 
 
Absur-City-Pity-Dity seems to say how a city and its practices are making it an object of pity. “The 
exhibition was conceived amid the ongoing research and concerns around the issues of 
anthropocene and its impact on the human health. We are creating a pitiful situation for our own 
selves by inventing the Absurd constantly,” she says. 
 
The exhibition was a sequel of her exhibition, Sediment and Other Untitled, which was based on 
her observation and research around Yamuna and Mithi, two rivers in mega cities Delhi and 
Mumbai respectively. Both are under continuous destruction. Absur-City-Pity-Dity, as such, 
becomes an extension to explore the same issue. 
 



“I believe that the utopia of development, which is unplanned and not premeditated nearly 
enough, will eventually lead us to an unknown zone,” she says. 
 
Vibha’s works depict a lot of grime. Affluent suffocating our being and we struggling to survive. Is 
man paying for his own doing? Well, Vibha feels man is impacting all the resources, but doesn’t 
have much choice. It is about survival after all. “I refer to the mis-planning and the greed of our 
times and the constant abuse of natural resources. My observations are about these times and I 
wish to encourage contemplation, rather than impose my opinions on the viewer. I do not believe 
in blaming, however, self-realisation can definitely help.” 
 
Nickel-coated ghungroos have been Vibha’s preferred medium for several years now and she uses 
these in this project too. “I began using the material to showcase the constant construction, de-
construction and re-construction of my own drawings and to metaphorically and aesthetically 
represent what I am working on — the catastrophe. To me it depicts a vulgarity of the time, which 
crawls on to my drawings and ornaments it with material beauty,” says Vibha, for whom art has 
always been about concern. She often engages in public art projects to create a dialogue among 
different communities. Vibha says working with the public to raise questions, dialogue and 
debates through the medium of art makes the question accessible to all and lets the viewer 
contemplate on many levels. 
 
Vibha is on her next project — Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? 
— based on the title of one of Paul Gauguin’s painting. She is also looking forward to her upcoming 
residency at Bellagio Center — The Rockefeller Foundation, that will focus on the idea of health 
between belief and reality. 
 
Meanwhile, on World Environment Day today, taking a cue from Absur-City-Pity-Dity, let’s try 
and give a thought to our rivers, for belief or reality, whatever suits you. 
 
 
Who killed the river? 
Though revered, Yamuna is dying. Quite unlike the missing Saraswati and efforts to ‘revive’ it in 
Haryana! We are suffocating one to death and wasting energy on something that is not there. How 
do you look at the contradictions, we ask Vibha. “The issue is debatable, given the power of the 
state government to change the course of the river and decide how much water a river needs. And 
it is not about this one river, but many. India, which glorifies the country's natural resources in 
the national anthem, is a hypocrite. Yamuna, which is not yet a dead river, will be driven towards 
its end by the capitalists’ greed and the power they exercise. The course of the river will be 
changed, parts will dry up, the river will be missed, absent and then forgotten. Therefore, either 
we need to rethink our behaviour now or bear the consequences in the form of a slow catastrophe.”	



	
Making	Art	Amidst	the	Death	of	an	
Immortal	River	
BY ADRIAN MUOIO ON 19/12/2015 • LEAVE A COMMENT 
 

 
Installation view. Vibha Galhotra: Absur –City –Pity – Dity, Jack Shainman Gallery, New York, October 29 – December 
5, 2015. ©Vibha Galhotra. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. 
 
New York: Amidst the thousands of ghungroos on the walls and floors, the muted and meditative 
essence of Vibha Galhotra’s exhibition at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City is curiously 
contradictory.  It’s somewhat illogical, too. Yet in a show titled Absur -City -Pity -Dity, it makes 
perfect sense that logic would be left at the door. 
 
Less than a block from New York’s historic Hudson River, Galhotra’s exhibition focuses 
aesthetically on the Yamuna – a river that is deemed both immortal by Hindus as a deity and 
empirically “dead” by scientists for its infamous toxicity levels. Like the river itself, the Delhi-
based artist struggles with this dichotomous coexistence in her works. 
 
Five large tapestries of ghungroos punctuate the exhibition. In their transfixed state, the pea-sized 
bells are purely aesthetic; they betray their traditional, percussive function, or rather Galhotra 
denies them of it. The composition of each work is overwhelmingly dense and the palette is 
consistently sordid.  In one of the more clearly-defined tapestries, Majnu Ka Tila, the congestion 
of the materials draws a clear correlation to that of the eponymous neighbourhood the work 
depicts, questioning the merit of its facade of progress. In an installation titled Flow (2015), the 
ghungroos seem to seep through the meeting point of two walls, puddling in the corner and oozing 
disconcertingly along the gallery floor. Though even with the more confrontational quality 
inherent in installation works like Flow, the overall effect of the tapestries is distinctly somber … 



thousands of alarm bells – individually minuscule but together having the potential to beckon 
change – all silenced. 
 
In many of the pieces, Galhotra moves beyond metaphor, literally using the river and its now 
defunct ecosystem as her materials.  One work is composed solely of an heaping splatter of 
sediment mixed with resin on glass – a creation cleverly derived from an otherwise deleterious 
material.  In a more niche corner of the gallery, various organic matter suspended in blocks of 
resin huddle haphazardly on the floor. Particularly through the pale yellow tinge of the resin, the 
vegetation (all plucked from the Yamuna and its shores) looks both decrepit and sterile; the 
arrangement is akin to a grouping of fossils from a museum of natural history. But rather than act 
in this same scientific vein – as a sterile documentation of life now extinct – Galhotra’s Consumed 
Contamination series functions more compellingly as both a darkly humorous and forebodingly 
desperate attempt at preservation. 
 

 
Installation view of Consumed Contamination. Vibha Galhotra: Absur –City –Pity – Dity, Jack Shainman Gallery, 

New York, October 29 – December 5, 2015. ©Vibha Galhotra. Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New 
York. 

 
In the very front of the exhibition, 365 notecard-sized drawings hang on the wall like the pages of 
a calendar, with an equal number of small corked glass bottles reflecting the layout on the floor. 
Galhotra composed the work like a collaborative daily log, with one drawing and one water sample 
for each day of the year. The drawings vary from one to the next, containing some variation of 
typed text and handwritten scribbles from local residents, and printed or hand drawn images. In 
every work though, there is a sediment-stain from the river water that Galhotra evidently poured 
on each piece of paper. In these works, Galhotra connects the contamination of the Yamuna with 
larger cultural issues. The associations can get very blunt – one is all white except for a large 
sediment blotch dividing the words “social pollution” – and after walking through the repetitive 
and despondent calendar, amelioration seems an impossible undertaking. 
 
Yet in her ten-minute video Manthan, Galhotra provides a glimmer of hope. With a group of wet-
suit clad performers wading waist-deep in the river and rhythmically churning its water, the film 
recalls the story of the Samudra Manthan, in which Vishnu calls upon his followers to unite with 
their enemies and churn the ocean waters in order to release amrit, the nectar of immortality, 
from its abyss. According to Hindu mythology, many magnificent beings and objects were born in 
the process.  Galhotra’s film lacks the clear narrative structure of its Hindu counterpart, but even 
so, it presents a similarly optimistic possibility for the achievement of newfound life in the dark 



stagnant depths of blight. 
 
In the wake of the landmark universal climate accord in Paris, Absur -City -Pity -Dity’s emphasis 
on collaboration  – from the sewing of the ghungaroo tapestries for which Galhotra enlisted the 
help of local women, to the community-based narrative developed in 365 Days, to the cooperative 
effort in Manthan – is particularly pertinent.  Both the agreement and the exhibition acknowledge 
similar sentiments; that there is an immediate need to reroute the path we’ve so indifferently and 
perilously plotted, and that the impetus for change can only derive from a sustained, collective 
energy. 
 
Vibha Galhotra’s exhibition, Absur -City -Pity -Dity, was at the Jack Shainman Gallery, New 
York, from October 29 – December 5, 2015 
Adrian Muoio is a freelance writer based in New York City.	



	
	

Dredging	a	Dirty	River	for	Art	
One	of	the	world’s	most	polluted	rivers,	the	Yamuna,	is	the	source	for	new	
work	by	the	Indian	artist	Vibha	Galhotra.	
	
SHAHNAZ	HABIB	@mixedmsgs	Dec	2,	2015	Comments	
	

 
"Majnu Ka Tila" (2015), made out of nickel-coated ghungroos (small bells), fabric, and wood. (Courtesy of the artist 

and Jack Shainman Gallery) 
 
One day in July 2014, the Delhi-based artist Vibha Galhotra started collecting water from the river 
Yamuna, which flows through the city. Every day for a year, she gathered a few ounces of the 
murky liquid and stored it in a small bottle with a cork stopper. 
 
The 365 bottles of yellow water—some of the deadliest water found in India—sit on the floor at 
the Jack Shainman Gallery in New York, part of Galhotra’s solo show, Absur-Pity-City-Dity. It’s a 
complicated journal of a river and an artist and the city they belong to. 
 
The Yamuna is a sacred river that shows up in many Indian myths. According to Hindu scriptures, 
seven sages brought the river goddess down from the heavens. Both the Yamunotri glacier where 
the river begins its flow and Allahabad, where it merges with the river Ganga (or Ganges), are 
considered holy places, and visited by thousands of pilgrims every year. 
 
Bringing rich alluvial soils from the Himalayan Mountains, the Yamuna has fed the north Indian 
plains since the Paleolithic era. Over centuries of empire-building, the river remained the eastern 



border of Delhi, the line that separated the capital from the provinces. But in contemporary India, 
with development in full swing, flyovers connect the older sections of Delhi with the newly built 
urban extensions across the river. 
 
Today the Yamuna shows up in a different kind of story—about the most polluted rivers of the 
world. It shares this dubious honor with rivers like the Mississippi and the Yangtze, which have 
supported industrialization on their shores and have been rewarded with toxicity. More than half 
of the waste that Delhi generates—including raw sewage, industrial effluents, and animal 
carcasses—gets dumped into the Yamuna. While the river is relatively healthy in its Himalayan 
segment, it turns into an open sewer by the time it leaves Delhi. 
 
For Galhotra, the pollution, dirt, and sewage are literally material. She has used river sediment as 
ink, creating abstract paintings with the dark sludge. 
 
In an interview in the zine that accompanies the show, she writes about watching a couple bathe 
in the dirty river as they perform rites for their ancestors. She is filled with “anger at their superficial 
faith”—because, ironically, many of the rituals involved in worshipping the river contribute to its 
pollution. 
 
What emerges from her own tactile engagement with the unholiness of the river is the other river, 
the mythical goddess that pilgrims visit, who gives generously of herself to the land she flows 
through. 

   
“365 Days” (2015), 365 drawings made of ink, photocopy, collage, and sediment on paper, and 365 glass bottles 
(Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery // “Flow” (2015), nickel-coated ghungroos and fabric (Courtesy of 
the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery) 
 
One part of the show (which closes on December 5) is Manthan, a video that Galhotra directed; 
it’s a retelling of an Indian myth in which gods and demons churned the ocean together to find the 
nectar of life. Manthan starts with images of an unspoiled river, in which trees seem to grow out 
of the mirroring waters. This is the Yamuna before it reaches Delhi. Then we see tributaries of 
sewage emptying into the river. 
 
Four men appear on rafts. They unfurl a pristine white sheet and, holding its four corners, 
submerge it in the river. When the fabric returns to the surface, it is gleaming with filth. 
 
The men braid the fabric into a snake-like coil. (In the original myth, the gods and demons 
persuade the snake god to be their rope.) They then slowly squeeze the water out, a greasy black 



fluid that cannot really be called water. 
 

 
“Untitled (from Manthan)” (2015), fabric and sediment embedded in resin  

(Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery) 
 
The Delhi government has been working to clean the river for two decades, but the ambitious 
Yamuna Action Plan, funded by loans from Japan’s International Cooperation Agency, has very 
little to show in terms of results. The city’s sewage treatment infrastructure is inadequate, and the 
rapid pace of industrialization over the last decade has not helped. 
 
That didn’t stop Delhi’s Water Minister, Kapil Mishra, from promising in September to bathe in a 
clean Yamuna three years from now. 
 
On display at the gallery, suspended in resin like an archeological artifact, is the filth-soaked coil 
of fabric from the video. It seems to mock the hope that the river can be restored in a mere three 
years. Clean, safe water seems all too elusive—perhaps that was the true nectar of life in the old 
myth.	



!!!!
Eco conscience: Vibha Galhotra's creations 
comment on New Delhi pollution !
ART / 2 NOV 2015 / BY BROOK MASON !

Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City's Chelsea district is currently staging ‘Vibha Galhotra: Absur-City-
Pity-Dity’, in which the artist focuses on the heavily polluted Yamuna River, considered one of the world’s 
most contaminated rivers  !
While it’s certainly the norm for world leaders to call attention to dire environmental issues, New 
Delhi-based artist Vibha Galhotra addresses similar concerns in her compelling oeuvre, which is 
currently on view at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City.  Titled ‘Vibha Galhotra: Absur-City-
Pity-Dity’, the exhibition focuses on the heavily polluted  Yamuna River, considered one of the 
world’s most contaminated rivers as well as on severe urban sprawl  through video, sculpture, 
tapestry, photography and installation art. !
‘Vibha’s work is haunting as she reveals in a very real way the erosion related to that river as well as 
the extreme overcrowding in so many of India’s cities, yet at same time marked by sheer beauty,’ 
says Shainman. ‘Her work is a kind of visual reportage and document along with a meditative 
statement all at once.’ !
Even the materials Galhotra uses directly reference the river. For her 2015 installation project 365 
days, she collected river sediment in approximately three hundred and sixty five small glass vials 
accompanied by both photographs and message related to the river.   Elsewhere are swathes of 
white cotton which when drenched in the river have turned to a morbid black, which she then 
encases in resin. !
Then Galhotra’s complex tapestry  Majanu ka tilla, is composed of ghungroos, small metal bells 
worn by women in traditional Indian dance. Arranged in an amorphous shape, the composition is 
crowded, almost claustrophobic speaking of the increasing density of cities. !
‘I know of no other artist who conveys such a powerful message’ says Shainman.

http://www.jackshainman.com/artists/vibha-galhotra/#exhibitions
http://www.jackshainman.com/
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Asian artists use a snake and a magic carpet to bind art 
Mahim Gupta, Hindustan Times  New Delhi, April 30, 2014 
First Published: 13:46 IST 30/4/2014 
 

A 120-feet-long snake made from ankle bells is carefully placed inside Exhibit 320, an art gallery in the 
Capital. 
 
The installation, that starts from the roof and spreads onto the floor, reminds us of how we are mostly neither 
here, nor there, in our existence, and is aptly titled, Between. 
 
This is one of the many artworks that are part of Past Tradition, an ongoing art exhibition by six artists of 
Asian origin. 
 
The six paintings, two installations, an art video and a carpet, showcase the aesthetics and inveiglement of 
art and typify how extolled Asian artists have similar sensibilities and a cultural connect. 
 
The creator of the snake installation, Vibha Galhotra, the lone Indian artist taking part in this exhibition, tells 
us, "I took inspiration from the human intestine. When I moved from Chandigarh to Delhi some time back, I 
was always eating out, and battling a bad immune system. This complex-looking piece tells that tale." 
 

 
 
Azerbaijani artist Faig Ahmed, who showcases a woollen handmade carpet at the show, says, "My work 
explores the traditional idea of the carpet as a space for storytelling. It is influenced from Persian 
architecture." 
 
We also spoke to Pakistani artist Waqas Khan, who displays a drawing on wasli (handmade paper used for 
painting miniatures). 
 
"My work explores Sufism. I use wasli, a modern day pen and permanent ink as a medium to explore ideas," 
Khan says. 

http://www.hindustantimes.com/lifestyle/art/asian-artists-use-a-snake-and-a-magic-carpet-to-bind-art/article1-1213986.aspx
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VIBHA GALHOTRA
JACK SHAINMAN
Upon entering the gallery, viewers were 
confronted by a sprawling, 53-foot pho-
tographic mural of an expansive stretch 
of New Delhi, with houses and buildings 
squeezed together in a chaotic, cluttered 
urban landscape. Seven mannequins 
wearing military or security uniforms—
made of fabric printed with the same 
design as the mural—stood before the 
metropolis, at once presiding over and 
merging with it. In this 2008 installation, 
appropriately titled Neo Camouflage, art-
ist Vibha Galhotra criticizes the state of 
urban development in India. Born in the 
modernist planned city of Chandigarh 
in 1978, Galhotra now makes New Delhi 
her home, and her relationship with it 
appears to be a conflicted one. 

Evoking issues of overpopulation and 
the unequal distribution of wealth, the 
mural’s crowded panoroma is echoed 
in the wall-hung work Untitled (Veil 
Triptych), 2011. An image of what looks 
like an immense Pueblo village or a 

favela in Brazil spans across this work’s 
three fabric panels; a construction crane 
looms in the foreground. At a distance, 
the piece appears to be made entirely 
of wool. Up close, however, the image is 
seen to be composed of countless ghun-
groos—small bells traditionally made into 
anklets worn by Indian classical danc-
ers—in hues of silver, gold and nickel, 
recalling El Anatsui’s metal-scrap works.

Ghungroos were encountered through-
out the show, providing motifs of the 
feminine and of craft labor in the face of 
industrialization (to stitch the bells into 
her compositions, the artist employs local 
women whose husbands, she said in a 
recent interview, don’t allow them to hold 
jobs). Another of these highly embellished 
works is the elusive Word Trash (2012), 
which, suggesting an exercise in free as-
sociation, features traces of words includ-
ing earth, destroy, experience, meaning, 
writing, conceptual and age rendered in 
ghungroos on two fabric panels. 

Most compelling perhaps are Gal-
hotra’s more intimate pieces evoking 
global concerns. In Altering Boon (2011), 

for instance, the fragility of the world is 
translated into a map of the continents 
woven into a hammock made of nylon 
cord and white glass beads and sus-
pended in one corner of the gallery. On 
the ground below, this world map is cast 
in shadow form. In Between Known and 
Unknown (2011), an elegantly crafted an-
tique table with cabriole legs is the sup-
port for a small globe made of charred 
wood—a literal portrayal of a scorched 
earth. From the table’s underside hangs 
a cluster of ghungroos suggestive of a 
natural formation, an organic conglom-
eration that lies beneath this representa-
tion of an abused world.  

Galhotra’s exhibition indicated that she 
will use anything to convey her ideas, 
even sediment from the sacred but 
sewage-contaminated Yamuna River, as 
in the abstract composition Sediment 
(2011). Albeit tied to process art on one 
level, her works deal with issues such as 
industrial pollution and disease, serv-
ing as a critique of urbanization and an 
examination of her own place in the world. 

—A.M. Weaver

View of Vibha 
Galhotra’s Neo 

Camouflage, 2008, 
digital C-print on 
fabric and vinyl, 

mannequins,  
shoes and belts;  

at Jack Shainman.
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Vibha Galhotra on Her Latest Work at Jack Shainman Gallery, New York 

 
Vibha Galhotra’s “Neo Monster” 
by Sehba Muhammad    Published: March 29, 2012 
Vibha Galhotra’s tactile new works spread across Jack Shainman Gallery, New York, like a mysterious algae. The 
show, titled “Utopia of a Difference,” is the Delhi-based artist’s first solo on American turf. 
 
The dense assortment of pieces includes purely conceptual aperitifs like “6 Days of Footstep” (2011), a flat ochre linoleum 
sheet laid on the floor of an urban shopping mall which is given form by the imprints of thousands of Indian feet. More 
technically astute works include “Neo Monster,” and the 1440-inch hanging fabric rope “Between…” (2011), which spills 
onto the gallery floor in delicate disarray. The artist refers to it as immortalization of her intestines. Both these works are 
completely covered by the artist’s trademark medium—ghungroos, small bronze or silver Indian bells worn on the ankles 
of married women and Indian dancers. 
 
The artist’s warm brown eyes twinkled with the reflection of her bronze ghungroos as she evocatively told ARTINFO about 
the isolation that complements urbanization, the corruption of nature, and the female labor she hires to help create her 
colossal artwork. 
 
Your work explores the “changing topography of India,” what in particular are you referring to? 
 
You see verticals coming up everywhere. The whole landscape is changing very fast and without thought. For example 
Delhi is on a major seismic zone but they continue to build sky scrappers. The quality of life is becoming suffocating with 
one building after another. People are also becoming more and more obsessed with money, and it’s all fed with the shiny 
illusion of advertising. 
 
I’m not really a Gandhian, but I believe in his saying, “Invention should be used for need not greed.” 
 
What have we lost on our way to so-called progress? 
 
Good memory, good living, good relationships. I think the next generation will feel very lonely. Relationships might even 
die out altogether, like they are dying now. Today everything is about money, you give kids money and they are happy. 
It’s that kind of relationship- building. It’s not emotional like it was earlier. 
 

http://www.artinfo.com/sites/default/files/vibha__0.jpg
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So, what is your idea of Utopia? 
 
We all live in the dreamy worlds of our own utopia. 
 
Do you feel your older work like “Neo Camouflage” (2008) and “Beehive” (2006) deal with these ideas more 
directly? 
 
Yes my earlier works were more direct. Like with “Neo Camouflage” you immediately think chaos or militancy. 
 
The new works are more indirect, personal and social, which is more interesting for me. Now the viewer and I have a 
dialogue. They put their own minds to read the work, which is very beautiful. 
 
What does your piece “Dead monster” (2011) represent? 
 
The monster series started with the piece “Earth Mover” later titled “Neo Monster” (2011). When you see these big 
machines moving around in your city you feel like they are aliens or new monsters. They were really working hard in Delhi 
before the common wealth games, the construction boom was at a peak, so you found these machines all over and you 
felt interrupted. In my own dreamland I thought of them as New Monsters. 
 
Now I’m making the New Monster dead. It’s a very limp, helpless object which is almost dead, signifying a change and 
even a new hope. 
 
How did you decide to use ghungroos, a loaded feminine and cultural object, to depict your idea of urbanization 
and mechanization? 
 
I started using ghungroos because I was looking for a material that looked organic. Once I started using it I couldn’t stop. 
When I saw this material for the first time I kept it in my room for 10-15 days and it started to grow on me. If you keep 
looking at this material it starts growing in your head like a psychedelic experience. 
 
I don't use the cultural context, but yes it is there, so I can’t avoid it. 
 
How do you construct these pieces and how long does it take you? 
 
Three to four women weavers work on one piece. I map out the areas that they have to cover with ghungroos and they 
stitch them in. I’ve moved to the village now, and employ the local women. Many of them don't have jobs and their 
husbands don't let them work outside, but they come to me since I am a woman. 
 
It takes them about three to six months to do one piece. Dead monster took about eight months to finish. I use a thick 
strong canvas fabric to make the mould and then it’s covered with the bells. 
 
Do you identify with other Indian artists using found objects, like Bharti Kher who also covers her sculptures in a 
somewhat similar manner with bindhis, a traditional Indian forehead decoration worn in South Asia? 
 
There are a lot of artists using found material. Now you see it more often because a lot of artists are exposed to the 
international scene. Bharti has been using the material for ages. I wouldn't call her an Indian artist though, she comes 
from the UK, and as a foreigner she might be fascinated with these local materials. I never got into those cultural or Indian 
things. For me the world is one. I don’t believe in borders. 
 
I’ve been using the material from my college years in 2001, before that I was also into found material and forms. I was a 
nature wanderer and would use a lot of that in my work. 
 
Who is your favorite South Asian artist? 
 
That’s a hard one, but I enjoy looking at Sudarshan Shetty’s work. I like some of Subodh’s [Gupta] work; he really brought 
out the use of found objects. I like Mithu Sen’s work. 
 
In Pakistan I love Shazia Sikander and some of Rashid Rana’s work, more of his earlier pieces. 
 
What’s next? 
 
A solo show at Gallery Espace in India. 
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Stan Douglas and Vibha Galhotra: Sewage Muck, 
Meet Disco 
Two artists tackle the real world in very different ways 
By Christian Viveros-Faune Wednesday, Apr 4 2012 

 

In our time, art has seen more questionable uses than baby wipes. Recently, there has been, among other hot messes, art 

as propaganda (Russian artist Alexei Sergienko's pop portraits of Vladimir Putin), art as entertainment (Brooklyn 

Museum's survey of the young Keith Haring), a wave of conspicuously artless art as attitude (through June 12 at the 

Whitney Museum), and a dangerous tsunami of art as investment (see the copycat auction patterns of the world's 

superrich). Like the dotcom bubble, this last development will probably illustrate quite soon why certain financial tides 

sink, not raise, most boats. 

 

Still, examples abound of art that challenges viewers, quite literally, to stop and ask hard questions about normal life. In 

good times and especially in bad, artists have proved particularly adept at confronting their own realities. This kind of art 

invites conflict rather than avoids it. The real difference between work that encourages addressing the world and that 

which refuses to can be summarized pretty simply: It's often what distinguishes artists who believe that they have 

something to say from others who, for whatever reason, feel that they have to say something. 

One artist with plenty to say—about how the other half lives—is the sculptor Vibha Galhotra. On view at Jack Shainman 

Gallery in Chelsea, Galhotra's first solo exhibition outside of her native India features CNN narratives from the booming 

subcontinent relayed in a fresh and artful guise. Moving way beyond Wolf Blitzer schmaltz and Slumdog 

Millionaire kitsch, this artist examines the dynamic upheavals affecting her homeland today—the effect of runaway 

economic growth and globalization—through a visual vocabulary that is resolutely and impressively her own. 

 

An artist interested in finding correspondences between what takes place within her New Delhi studio and the 1.2 billion–

person ferment without, Galhotra eschews formal consistency for a grab bag of materials (including actual waste and other 

people's idea of garbage) that vary wildly from subject to subject and (frequently) from artwork to artwork. This young 

artist makes idea art for a postconceptual time. Although a few works in her debut exhibition fizzle—specifically, her more 

minimal-minded experiments—Galhotra's best efforts supply layered, incisive visual metaphors for a whole host of global 

social, cultural, and economic clusterjams. 

 

Take her sculpture Altering Boon, for example. A theatrically lit wire-and-glass-bead hammock tucked into a corner of the 

gallery, the stretched metal network displays a glittering mapa mundi on its surface: Its shadowy outline appears below, 

inviting reflections about fragility and the perilous nature of idealizations. Another work, the bluntly titled Sediment, takes 
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on the look of a tar-colored painterly abstraction. The fact that it's made with muck that Galhotra scooped up from the 

filthy Yamuna River—this tributary of the Ganges becomes a sewage drain once it reaches New Delhi—turns what at first 

sight reads like a macho Franz Kline painting into something approaching an environmentalist's manifesto. 

 

And then there are Galhotra's ghungroo works. A set of large-scale tapestries and sculptures the artist fashions from the 

tiny metal ankle bells women use in India to advertise their marital status, these pieces display a cumulative nature that 

mirrors the unregulated but weirdly ordered buildings littering New Delhi's dirt-poor neighborhoods. These works assume 

the shifting form of one of the artist's enduring obsessions: the beehive. Just as the metropolis's dystopic shantytowns 

emerge from a welter of insect-like activity, a few of Galhotra's gallery sculptures are fashioned from a parallel artistic 

process. Take her lumbering, floppy Dead Monster, for example: A life-size earthmover, it's painstakingly sewn together 

from thousands of little ghungroos. 

 

A second New York exhibition to query the blind spots between appearance and reality features the work of veteran 

Canadian filmmaker and photographer Stan Douglas. Long a sleuth of the codes and patterns that make up social 

constructions, Douglas has spent a career investigating the cultural and technological biases that shape our world. His 

strength—for which he is widely celebrated—lies in finding deep visual and philosophical insights hidden in plain sight. 

Like Galhotra, Douglas operates like a smart gumshoe: His discoveries can quickly turn the easily overlooked into teeming 

crime scenes. 

 

For "Disco Angola," his new exhibition at David Zwirner gallery, Douglas presents eight new large-scale color photographs 

of two seemingly disparate historical locales: 1970s New York and liberation-era Angola. Assuming the role of 

photojournalist—while in reality playing expert set designer and stylist—Douglas meticulously re-created "snapshots" of 

New York's disco counterculture, as well as striking images of a time that kicked off decades of political violence in Africa. 

Placed side by side inside the gallery, Douglas's pretend period pics draw hot parallels between two cool faux locations. 

(The pictures were shot in Los Angeles, adding more layers to the onion.) There's the music (the African saxophonist 

Manu Dibango is often credited for writing the first disco hit); there's the fashion (bell-bottoms and flared collars crossed 

the Atlantic); finally, there's the cold war that once pitted a tiny nation against the world's greatest superpower. (Anyone 

remember that?) 

 

The pictures are fascinating. Drawing equally on the nostalgia for '70s utopian ideology and the visual swank of films 

like Carlos and Mesrine: Killer Instinct, Douglas has concocted what amounts to fake narratives based on real history at a 

time when interpretations of both the past and present appear as locked down as Tim Gunn's libido. The metaphorical 

possibilities opened up by Douglas's photographic inventions—as evidenced in the colorful black-power portrait A Luta 

Continua, 1974 and in the glittery disco number Two Friends, 1975—throw brand-new light on a long-ago revolutionary 

and dystopic age. Although way too digitally crisp to be 40 years old, Douglas's pictures cast the historical imagination in 

HD resolution. No wonder they look like stills from a new HBO series. 

 

Douglas's counterfeit photographs call out for more reality in art, not less. The same can easily be said about Galhotra's 

empathetic sculptures. For these two artists and their clued-in contemporaries, applying art to life's trials and triumphs 

remains the essential condition for actually saying something. 
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Vibha Galhotra: On Our India Watchlist  
 

 
(Image: Vibha Galhotra, Untitled (Veil), 2011, nickel coated gungroos (trinklets) and fabric, and pu coat, 82 x 53 inches; © Jack Shainman Gallery) 
 
Vibha Galhotra (b. 1978, Chandigarh, India) 
 
Vibha Galhotra’s art is largely about ‘recoding’. It involves recoding at several levels, between the artist and the 
work. The process leads to decoding of a thought into a representation; between the work and the material, 
wherein form is recoded to subtle sensory perception and texture, and of the ‘said or conveyed’ to the aesthete 
who sees the work, translating the whole process of recoding syntax from the conception to the formation. 
 
Though Vibha Galhotra specializes in graphics, her work explores a wide range of mediums, which 
demonstrates her versatility. She delves in painting, animation videos, site-specific installations and sculpting. 
In graphic work, she often transfers her ideas into bronze sculptural forms.  
 
Vibha Galhotra's works will be in an upcoming group show at Exhibit 320 from 25th Nov. - 25th Dec. 2011. 
 
Education: MFA, Graphics, Kala Bhavan, Visva Bharti, Santiniketan, 2001. BFA, Graphics, Government 
College of Arts, Chandigarh, 1999. 
!
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Artist extraordinaire: Success rests lightly on the young shoulders of 

Chandigarh-born Vibha Galhotra, whose works are, at once, experimental as 
well as stimulating, writes Nonika Singh  

WHEN Vibha Galhotra first voiced her desire to become an artist, her father’s only reservation was, 
"Don’t become a jhola chaap artist (read an artist with no money)". Today, of course, as the daughter has 
become a globe-trotting avant-garde artist, the father is still bemused with her unusual choice of material 
and ability to weave it all together. He even wonders aloud, "Pray, who will buy all this?" 

 
Work in Progress. Digital print on archival paper, 2010 
 

The world, however, is applauding collectors like Anupam Poddar, who are too keen to 
buy and museums that include prestigious ones such as Essl Museum, Austria, 
Singapore Art Museum, San Jose Museum, USA, lapping up her work, which is, at once, 
experimental and stimulating. 

Perturbed by growing urbanisation, environmental concerns are first and foremost on 
the young artist’s mind. She says, "I am not an activist but my works are an indictment 
of urbanisation of the changing environment." 

She is greatly influenced by the works of environmental artists like Andy Goldsworthy 
and Christo. 

An avid reader of the prophecies of Nostradamus, she doesn’t predict an apocalypse but feels the world will 
change drastically. 

Her work New Cultivars, made up of grass and iron with grass growing out of gun-shaped podiums, alludes 
to similar sentiments. 

As she puts it: "Global warming is a real threat and so is terrorism. On the one hand, we are replacing 
natural landscapes with man-made things and then in a bid to snatch these, we spread terror." 

In a digital print, Work in Progress, her pique with growing urbanisation and ceaseless construction in the 
name of development manifests strongly as well as aesthetically. 

 

Vibha Galhotra 



"It was a dream-come-true" for Vibha when she got a chance 
to work with renowned sculptor Ashish Ghosh in Lithuania. 

"An alumnus of the Government College of Art, Chandigarh 
and Kala Bhavan, Visvabharati, Santiniketan, Chandigarh-
born Vibha knew she didn’t belong to the City Beautiful. After 
she moved base to Delhi in 2004, things started moving at a 
fast pace and soon she had two residences abroad. By then, 
the art world had begun to nod appreciatively. 

The turning point came in 2007 when she created her much-
acclaimed work, a beehive made out of ghungroos, once 
again a reflection of urban congestion. Ghungroos, 
interestingly, remain her muse till date. Recently she created veils of ghungroos. Ghungroos as a leitmotif 
of her creations came to her when she visited a music shop, along with friends, who wanted to buy some 
musical instrument. 

A self-confessed collector, who loves working with found objects, one of her memorable works, The 
Collective, has been created out of bits and pieces that came her way through barter exchange with friends 
and fellow artists. Has India woken up to such a unique idiom and vocabulary that she and other cutting-
edge artists of her generation are employing? Vibha, 
however, feels mediums are not art. "Be it installation, 
paintings or sculptures, what matters is what is being said 
through them. Besides, how can GenNext artists not 
respond to technology that is so easily available and 
accessible? We are the Google generation. The intervention 
of technology in art is a forgone thing."  

But hers is no assembly line production. In fact, she is not 
even a prolific artist and, at best, creates three to four 
works in a year. Often large, "I need a full wall", though 
currently she is also engaged in smaller 10-inch creations. 

Repetition of material or style is an anathema to her. 
Scrounging markets for newer materials, the explorer in her 
is forever in search of creating anew and afresh. 

Success rests lightly on young shoulders. Even though she has exhibited at Miami Art Basel, Jack 
Shainman Gallery USA, Indigo Blue Art Gallery, Singapore, Museum of Contemporary Art, China, and 
picked up awards like the Inlaks Foundation award, she states that it’s not achievements but whatever she 
has learned en route that excites her. 

About Santiniketan, she reminisces, "When I first joined it, I was in tears. But soon fell in love with the 
place where you can’t find either a cup of decent coffee or even watch television. But while taking you back 
to the 18th century, it introduces you to a world that is beautiful and vibrant brimming with history and 
culture." 

Dying traditions perturb her. She wants to work at the grassroots level to reach out those in the remote 
corners of the country. Along with her husband, she has formed an NGO, which aims to do art with public 
within public spaces. Meanwhile, her quest for that elusive creation after which she can comfortably retire 
continues. But judging the way she is racing ahead, the art world is unlikely to let her renounce anytime 
soon.  

Inconvenience Regretted. Variable. Metal, 2008. 
Exhibited at Solo show Metropia: Project 88 Gallery 
Mumbai, 2008 Art Summit, New Delhi  

New Cultivars. Variable. Iron and Grass, 2010
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 UNTITLED (Beehive), 2006 
Bronze and metal trinkets 
Brass ghungroos (approximately 
8,000), fabric, wood, and steel 
6 x 49 x 25 inches 
Collection of Dipti and Rakesh 
Mathur 
Photo: Courtesy Gallery Espace, 
New Delhi 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Vibha Galhotra 
  
Born 1978, Chandigarh, India  
Lives and works in Delhi, India 
  

In Beehive, Vibha Galhotra replicated the organic form of a hive using 
bronze ghungroo bells, which are traditionally strung together and worn 
as anklets by classical Indian dancers. The bells represent the traditions of 
India while the hive evokes the buzzing chaos of metropolitan life.  For the 
artist, cities today resemble hives: the landscape is constantly altered and 
working drones have become the accepted norm 
 
 
 





 
Master strokes  
Chitra Subramanyam 
Friday, March 19, 2010 
 

Vibha Galhotra 
Nearly two months and 8,000 ghungroos, that’s what it took 
sculptor Vibha Galhotra to create a beehive, one of her most 
successful pieces of art. And through it Galhotra reflects the 
human condition in a busy metropolis— above the ground and 
in their ivory tower. “Like my generation,” she says, “Not 
rooted and confused.” Her inspiration is life around her.  
  
The streets of Delhi fascinate her and she’s often bartering or 
picking up material. It could be a weaver bird’s nest, an 
intricate web of copper woven together or a theatrical 
expression of internal thoughts through a photo series, each 
requires a different collection of skill. The nest will be seen in 
October at an exhibition in Mumbai. Galhotra says she plans 
to make it 20 feet high to allow people to sit inside and absorb 
the atmosphere. After studying printmaking in Chandigarh, 
Galhotra was able to cultivate her love for sculpting at 
Santiniketan. “There is something really physical about 
sculptures. A painting is to be seen. But one can touch and 
feel a sculpture,” she says. 

  
PROVENANCE Chandigarh, 
Santiniketan and now Delhi 
AGE 29 
DREAM PROJECT Creating huge open air sculptures.  
FAVOURITE MEDIUM The medium isn’t important to me. It’s about conveying the message. 
ART GURU K.G. Subramanyam who was the visiting faculty at Santiniketan and inspired me to do anything 
and everything. 
CURRENT CREATION Horizontal vs. Vertical (above), on urbanisation.  
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Zafri Mudasser Nofil 

New Delhi, January 27 

Modern artists owe a lot to German  expressionist Dix 
is works may not have Indian or Asian influence, but the brutal honesty and forcefulness of 
Otto Dix's art can be found in many contemporary works, says art historian Philipp 
Gutbrod about the great German expressionist. 

"I see Dix's influence in artworks by for example George Condo, Nigel Cooke, or Manuel 
Ocampo. These artists succeed in giving their paintings a maximum impact. They are 
clearly aware of art history and have studied the masters, but they use their exceptional 
technique outside of traditional aesthetic norms," Gutbrod, president of New York's Villa 
Grisebach Auctions Inc., told PTI. 

He says that India has a "wonderfully rich" art tradition and young artists are becoming 
more and more successful on the international art scene. 

"Even though the contemporary art world around the globe is becoming increasingly 
homogeneous, I enjoy seeing clear elements of Indian culture in contemporary Indian art."  

Gutbrod has special praise for Indian artists like Tyeb Mehta, Anish Kapoor, Subodh Gupta 
and Vibha Galhotra. 

"Many fascinating and famous artists have emerged from India, for example Tyeb Mehta 
and Anish Kapoor. Of the younger artists, Subodh Gupta is already well known and I also 
like Vibha Galhotra, who I think will continue to surprise us in the future with exceptional 
artworks," he says. 

Gutbrod came out a biography of the artist "Otto Dix: The Art of Life" in German and 
English spanning his eventful life and multifaceted body of work. 

Dix (1891-1969) was not known to have been influenced by Asian artists, but in his early 
years, he was "influenced by Impressionism and Jugendstil, art movements owing a lot to 
Asian art." 

Exhibitions of Dix's works have, however, been held in Mumbai, Bangalore and Chennai.  

Gutbrod finds Dix to be an extremely passionate person on every level.  

"He absorbed life and created art with all his senses. His outlook on life was truly based on 
the writings of the philosopher Nietzsche: 'Beyond Good and Evil'. He did not adhere to 



social norms and did not believe in absolute morals. Still, he did speak up when he saw 
things that seemed unjust or wrong to him. 

"For example, he painted his famous War triptych against the resurgence of a nationalistic 
movement in Germany at the end of the Weimar Republic, because he believed the truth 
was not being told about the horrors of war," he says. 

Dix fought and drew on the front during World War I in the grip of a Dionysian lust for 
life. After 1918, he gave this war the most honest face ever bestowed on it by an artist. 
During the Weimar Republic, Dix proved to be an enfant terrible, a dandy, and an urban 
sophisticate, but he was also a respected professor.  

Driven out of his position by the Nazis just several months after they came to power, then 
ostracized and threatened, he retreated to Lake Constance, employing broad brushstrokes to 
forge a new path after 1945.  

The book accompanies Dix through his eventful life and his multifaceted oeuvre - from the 
early self-portraits to the masterpieces of the twenties and the calm, mature work of his 
later career.  

Six years before his death in 1969, Dix had said, "I am a realist. I must see everything. I 
must experience all of life's abysses for myself." 

Gutbrod says this credo is testimony to the artist's uncompromising commitment to even 
the harshest realism and stood as a guiding principle throughout his life. 
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