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IN
 H

ER
 2013 ESSAY “G

lobalism
 B

efore G
lobalization,” 

critic and curator N
ancy A

dajania recounts how
, in 1968, 

the first Triennale India w
as initially m

isunderstood and 
rejected by the art com

m
unity, and later m

um
m

ified by the 
retrograde vision of a m

eddlesom
e state. She contrasts this 

star-crossed endeavor w
ith the D

elhi B
iennale of 2005, 

w
hich w

as artist-backed but short-lived because it had no 
state support at all. A

s her text rightly suggests, betw
een 

these extrem
es lies the m

odel for a potentially successful 
recurrent exhibition. T

he K
ochi-M

uziris Biennale, located 
in K

erala and now
 in its third edition, alm

ost achieves that 
equipoise. It is artist-curated and backed, but its relation-
ship to the state leaves it in a som

ew
hat precarious position. 

T
he governm

ent provides a third of the budget—
essential 

support, but not enough to obviate the necessity of cobbling 

together a fragile coalition of corporate and private 
patrons, w

hich is no easy feat in a lean econom
y. T

he 
unpredictable infusions of funds can create all sorts of 
logistical problem

s, as has been evident during each  
edition’s opening w

eek, w
hen artw

orks, m
aps, and labels 

have often been m
issing. D

espite these difficulties, how
-

ever, the biennial im
pressively takes up the m

ission of the 
late, lam

ented triennale, as the latter w
as described by 

A
dajania: It investigates “new

 form
s of globalist con-

sciousness” that do not “flow
 only from

 the form
er im

pe-
rial centres to the form

er colonies,” but instead “seek 
inspiration from

 . . .  the pre-capitalist and pre-im
perialist 

epoch.” T
he exhibition’s nam

e pointedly em
phasizes  

a long history of cultural exchange: K
ochi has been a 

confluence of trade and ideas since the m
edieval era and 

is not far from
 the ancient, m

ythical port city of M
uziris. 

T
hrough this nom

enclatural anachronism
, the biennial 

lays claim
 to deep tim

e, and by extension to the transna-
tional narratives that (as W

ai C
hee D

im
ock has argued) 

such expanded tem
poralities open up. T

he biennial also 
vigorously participates in a m

ore recent history, contribut-
ing to the ongoing “South-South” dialogue exem

plified 
by the H

avana, São Paulo, and D
akar biennials. 

T
he inaugural edition (organized by B

ose K
rishnam

-
achari and R

iyas K
om

u) privileged the Spice R
oute as a 

vector of cosm
opolitanism

, w
hile the 2014 show

 (orga-
nized by Jitish K

allat) drew
 from

 K
erala’s history as a hub 

of intellectual and technological innovation. C
onscious of 

the intertw
ined histories of Indian art and literature and 

w
ell versed in ancient Sanskrit epics, fifteenth-century 

H
indi poetry, and contem

porary E
nglish texts, curator 

Sudarshan Shetty chose to em
ploy a poetic fram

ew
ork for 

the third biennial, producing a m
ore lyrical show

 than 
those of his predecessors. T

he exhibition’s title, “form
ing 

in the pupil of an eye,” is taken from
 a poem

 by M
um

bai-

based Sharm
istha M

ohanty. T
he events program

 is replete 
w

ith readings, and several poets have contributed projects 
untethered to the page. For exam

ple, C
hilean poet R

aúl 
Z

urita’s installation T
he Sea of P

ain, 2016, invites the 
view

er to w
ade through a shallow

 pool of w
ater w

hile 
reading com

pelling queries em
blazoned on the w

all: 
d

o
n

’t yo
u

 listen
? d

o
n

’t yo
u

 lo
o

k? d
o

n
’t yo

u
 h

ear 
m

e? d
o

n’t yo
u see m

e? Z
urita has dedicated the piece to 

G
alip K

urdi, the brother of toddler A
lan K

urdi, the Syrian 
child w

ho drow
ned in the M

editerranean and w
hose body 

w
as photographed, causing a global outpouring of grief. 

G
alip, how

ever, has not been photographed—
he survives, 

a living but invisible representative of an ongoing and 
deepening crisis. W

ith this em
otive installation, Z

urita 
uses language to ruefully evoke the absence of other kinds 
of representation, visual or political—

an effect m
ade all 

the m
ore pow

erful by the invitation to perform
 a kind of 

ritual ablution.
B

eijing-based poet and calligrapher O
uyang Jianghe, 

conversely, voids language’s intelligibility to foreground 
its form

al properties and social contexts. Installed in 
Pepper H

ouse, a venue that originally served as storage 
for that once-precious com

m
odity, his U

ntitled, 2016, is 
a m

onum
ental scroll, hung in w

avelike sw
ags and m

arked 
by rhythm

ic, calligraphic ink strokes that could evoke 
alm

ost any script or alphabet. Like Jianghe, N
ew

 D
elhi–

based theater director and artist Z
uleikha C

haudhari is 
interested in the abstraction and recontextualization of 
her chosen disciplines. H

er R
ehearsing the W

itness: T
he 

B
haw

al C
ourt C

ase, 2015–, stages the true story of an 
ascetic w

ho, in 1921, claim
ed to be the Prince of Bhaw

al, 
an aristocrat w

ho w
as thought to have died a decade earlier. 

U
sing courtroom

 testim
ony and archival photographs, 

C
haudhari astutely explores the distinctions betw

een acting 
and living, fiction and history.
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Left: R
aúl Zurita, The Sea of Pain, 2016, seaw

ater pool, text on eight canvases. Installation view
, 

Aspinw
all H

ouse. R
aúl Zurita. B

elow
: P. K

. Sadanandan, 12 Stories (of the 12 Progeny) (detail), 
2016–, natural pigm

ent on plyw
ood, 9' 10" × 49' 2

1⁄2".
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W
orks throughout the exhibition productively blur 

other distinctions, evincing cultural syncretism
. In the 

m
ain venue, the spraw

ling A
spinw

all H
ouse, K

ochi resi-
dent P. K

. Sadanandan’s painting-in-progress 12 Stories 
(of the 12 progeny), 2016–, draw

s from
 ninth-century 

K
erala m

urals as w
ell as A

janta and Ellora cave frescoes 
to slow

ly reveal a m
ythological fable about how

 skill is 
m

ore im
portant than social hierarchy. A

lso am
algam

ating 
classical and contem

porary art form
s, C

hennai-based 
Padm

ini C
hettur’s intense perform

ance V
arnam

, 2016, 
w

eaves together m
udras (hand gestures) from

 classical 
South Indian dance (bharatanatyam

), abstracted yogic 
postures, and recitations from

 texts by A
naïs N

in and 
Junot D

íaz, am
ong others.

A
s C

hettur’s w
ork rem

inds us, the poem
 as a literary 

form
 w

as spoken long before it w
as w

ritten, and Shetty’s 
exhibition foregrounds sonic experience and other non-
verbal form

s of com
m

unication in general as kinds of 
w

ordless poetry. O
slo-based artist C

am
ille N

orm
ent’s 

P
rim

e, 2016, calls attention to the haptic properties of 
sound, inviting audiences to sit on benches hum

m
ing and 

attending to the resulting vibrations w
hile gazing at the 

ocean. T
he effect is m

editative, restorative, and im
m

ediate. 
Exploring the sonic uncanny, Tokyo-based Y

uko M
ohri’s 

intricate kinetic sculptures C
alls and O

ni-bi (fen fire), both 
2013–16, use com

passes, m
agnets, w

ind currents, and 
foghorns to conjure up ghostly auditory apparitions.

O
ne of the m

ost m
oving installations of the biennial 

also w
orks because of its aesthetic sim

plicity and ability to 
connect to fundam

ental im
pulses. Painted in a photorealist 

style, Vadodara-based artist A
bir K

arm
akar’s H

om
e, 2016, 

replicates the interiors of a typical m
iddle-class hom

e on 
the w

alls of a house in Fort K
ochi. C

luttered docum
ents 

inside a G
odrej cupboard, steel spice containers lined up 

in a kitchen, H
im

alaya sham
poo and PearlPet plastic 

bottles on a dresser, glass television cabinets filled w
ith 

trinkets: K
arm

akar illum
inates the politics of everyday 

private life in a nation beset by propagandistic distortions 
of cultural m

em
ory, dictatorial econom

ic policies, and 
public attacks on civil liberties. 

A
nd though the biennial is largely reflective of, rather 

than explicitly reactive to, political and institutional cir-
cum

stances, satellite exhibitions feature m
ore direct prop-

ositions. A
 collateral show

, “D
issent and D

iscourse: T
he 

A
rt and Politics of B

rij M
ohan A

nand,” show
cases the 

overlooked practice of the titular artist, w
hose draw

ings 
from

 the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s use the tropes of sci-fi com
-

ics to staunchly critique the political tragedies and cultural 
hangovers of postim

perial India. T
he Students’ Biennale, 

in its second edition, references urgent local concerns 
including farm

er suicides, w
om

en’s safety, and environ-
m

ental pollution. In one of the m
ore nuanced w

orks in 
this show

, the students of the G
overnm

ent Institute of Fine 
A

rt, Jabalpur, present an untitled assem
blage of photo-

graphs depicting the institute’s cam
pus grounds and build-

ings. T
he artists took the photos in an effort to “capture 

their college” (as the caption explains), only to find that in 
doing so, “the idea of the institution itself dissolve[d].”

T
he w

ork resonates w
ith Shetty’s com

m
ent, in m

y 
interview

 w
ith him

, that the idea of m
ultiplicity through-

out the exhibition allow
s for divergent and contradictory 

narratives to coexist. Just as W
estern form

s of literary 

analysis m
ay fail to uncover the coherence or m

eaning of a 
doha (rhym

ing couplet), he suggests, particular artw
orks, 

or even the biennial as a w
hole, m

ay “fall apart or lose 
m

eaning” if applied to a sim
ilar deconstruction.

A
s a w

ay of preventing or at least negotiating such 
im

passes, Shetty’s biennial proposes a “pre-canonical” 
w

ay of view
ing the contem

porary, as outlined by cultural 
theorist R

anjit H
oskote. H

ere, the hierarchies that elevate, 
say, pictorial art over calligraphy or painting over craft 
are leveled; the process of m

aking is seen as a form
 of 

know
ledge production, just like the process of w

riting; 
and the vehicles of that know

ledge m
ay be w

ords, but m
ay 

just as easily be the suggestion of a m
ood or the evocation 

of an im
age. 

G
litched, resourceful, transform

ative, and m
em

orable, 
the biennial certainly retains its ow

n idiom
. B

efore m
y 

visit, Sri L
ankan artist Jagath W

eerasinghe m
ade a com

-
m

ent about the proliferation of perennial art events in 
South A

sia that I thought pithily captured som
ething 

im
portant about this distinct initiative: “W

e’re the south 
of the [G

lobal] South,” he said, “but that’s w
hat gives us 

our strength.” In other w
ords, this can be understood as 

an exhibition doubly decentered. It is therefore, perhaps, 
ideally positioned to critique and reconfigure the relation-
ship of m

etropoles and peripheries. O
nly by strengthening 

its fledgling infrastructure, how
ever, w

hile resisting inevi-
table institutionalization, w

ill the K
ochi-M

uziris Biennale 
rem

ain a critical counterpoint from
 w

hich to recalibrate 
w

orldview
s and epistem

ic structures. 
T

he K
ochi-M

uziris B
iennale is on view

 through M
arch 29. 

JYO
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 CO
LO

M
BO, SRI LAN

KA.

V
isit o

u
r arch

ive at artfo
ru

m
.co

m
/in

p
rin

t to
 read

 Z
eh

ra Ju
m

ab
h

o
y  

(A
pril 2013) and M

urtaza V
ali (M

arch 2015) on previous iterations of the 
K

ochi-M
uziris B

iennale.   

K
ochi can be understood as an  

exhibition doubly decentered. 

From
 left: A

bir K
arm

akar, H
om

e, 2016, oil on canvas. Installation view
, K

ochi Art 
G

allery. B
. M

. A
nand, Feudalism

 and Im
perialism

, 1960, scratchboard, 20 × 12". 
Cam

ille N
orm

ent, Prim
e, 2016, four-channel haptic audio, benches. Perform

ance view
, 

Aspinw
all H

ouse, D
ecem

ber 14, 2016. C
am

ille N
orm

ent.


