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ItÕs a womanÕs world. Charting its expanses with a sharp eye 

and acute sensibility, Jaishri Abichandani makes it the centre 

of her art. A provocative and perceptive interpreter of its 

multiple dimensions, she captures the nuanced complexities 

of its contemporary reality. In works of mind-bending effect, 

she explores the diversity and tensions of this world, delving in 

the zones where light and darkness momentarily touch. In the 

process, she purposefully let stereotypes clash with one another 

and suddenly evaporate. As if providing her counterpoint to the 

seemingly harmonious Þxity of such stereotypes, Abichandani 

appears to suggest the ever-shifting, inherently subverting 

impulse towards metamorphosis that is life itself.

Working in a range of mediums including painting, sculpture, 

video, and photography, the Mumbai-born, New York-based artist 

investigates, through the prism of her gendered perspective, 

themes of power, violence and vulnerability that are embedded in 

the political, social and cultural sphere of contemporary society. 

She addresses society both in the East and the West, but also 

in the North and the South, that is to say, across all borders. As 

an Indian-born, European-educated woman living in the United 

States, she brings to her work a cosmopolitan experience and a 

knack for subtleties. Such skills are reßected in a body of work 

that fosters a deep understanding of the rich polyphony, and 

cacophony, of the worldÕs cultures. Defying easy categorization 

and the temptation to play to type, her art exudes a universal 

resonance all its own.

Abichandani paints small portraits, mostly of women. A selection 

of these paintings is included in this exhibition. She realized 

these works as part of a series collectively entitled Signs of Time, 

an ongoing project initiated in 2007. While small in scale, the 
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I raised my head...the tranquil waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the 

earth ßowed sombre under an overcast sky Ñ seemed to lead into the heart of an 

immense darkness. 

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

ItÕs a womanÕs world. Charting its expanses with a sharp eye 

and acute sensibility, Jaishri Abichandani makes it the centre 

of her art. A provocative and perceptive interpreter of its 

multiple dimensions, she captures the nuanced complexities 

of its contemporary reality. In works of mind-bending effect, 

she explores the diversity and tensions of this world, delving in 

the zones where light and darkness momentarily touch. In the 

process, she purposefully lets stereotypes clash with one another 

and suddenly evaporate. As if providing her counterpoint to the 

seemingly harmonious Þxity of such stereotypes, Abichandani 

appears to suggest the ever-shifting, inherently subverting 

impulse towards metamorphosis that is life itself.

Working in a range of media including painting, sculpture, video 

and photography, the Mumbai-born, New York-based artist 

investigates, through the prism of her gendered perspective, 

themes of power, violence and vulnerability that are embedded in 

the political, social and cultural sphere of contemporary society. 

She addresses society both in the East and the West, but also 

in the North and the South, that is to say, across all borders. As 

an Indian-born, European-educated woman living in the United 

States, she brings to her work a cosmopolitan experience and a 

knack for subtleties. Such skills are reßected in a body of work 

that fosters a deep understanding of the rich polyphony, and 

cacophony, of the worldÕs cultures. Defying easy categorisation 

and the temptation to play to type, her art exudes a universal 

resonance all its own.

Abichandani paints small portraits, mostly of women. A selection 

of these paintings is included in this exhibition. She realized these 

works as part of a series collectively entitled ÒSigns of TimeÓ, an 

ongoing project initiated in 2007. While small in scale, the pictures
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Mother of All Believers: Samira Jassim (detail)

2010
metal studs, thread, plastic, nails and acrylic on canvas
36.8 x 27 cm (14 1/2 x 10 5/8 in)
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current Prime Minister of Iceland, Johanna Sigurdardottir, the 

Þrst openly gay woman to achieve such a position in the world. 

All around the composition, white Swarovski jewels create small 

conÞgurations that reiterate the larger geometrical form of the 

triangular canvas. The crystalsÕ luminous reßections convey an 

aura around the central Þgure that turns the prosaic tone of 

its rendition into the glamour of a new Pop icon. As this and 

other works from the series show, Abichandani prefers to use 

oval, spherical or triangular canvases in lieu of the traditional 

rectangle. These formats, with their symbolic associations, 

evoke notions of harmony, perfection, and eternity that the 

artist appropriates and subverts. Perhaps suggesting one of the 

triangleÕs universal meanings as an expression of male power 

and aiming to mine its authority from within, the artist also uses 

the format in  DaddyÕs Girls (2010), which depicts the daughter 

of American former vice-president Dick Cheney Ñ known for his 

position against gay rights Ñ with her female lover. As though 

the dark side of the luminous view presented by Time is Now, this 

work critiques the hypocrisy of power with a punchy sarcasm.

It is interesting to note that Abichandani approaches painting 

with a sculptorÕs mind. Elaborately crafted, her paintings are 

handsomely designed objects, a feast for the eyes. Through 

reproductions Ñ which are limited approximations of works of 

art to begin with Ñ it is impossible to get a sense of the play of 

light, texture and colour that animates these works in the ßesh. 

Through elements of sculptural relief and elaborate design, 

painting is pulled out of its two-dimensionality. To accentuate the 

quality of her paintings as objects, Abichandani often employs 

cheap-looking found frames made of golden-yellow plastic, or 

else uses brightly colored feathers, or long nails, as visual framing 

devices. In tension with the richness and profusion of decorative 

are neither intimations of introspection nor vehicles of intimacy. 

Boldly rendered in acrylic on canvas, with combinations of vivid 

hues Ñ such as greens, blues, reds and a quasi-electric pink Ñ 

Òpopping outÓ at the viewer, they have an iconic rather than 

psychological dimension to them. Her imagery is based on digital 

photographs culled from the internet, and each and every one 

gives visibility to individual stories that acquire a larger value: 

they exemplify narratives of empowerment and victimisation, of 

hope and disenchantment, and thus capture the fugitive signs, 

both enlightening and unsettling, of our time. As though in a 

kaleidoscopic universe, we Þnd in them South Asian, American, 

African and European women of different social conditions, 

political inclinations and cultural, religious or ethnic backgrounds. 

Some are easily recognisable public Þgures, such as the right-

wing American former vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin, 

caught pointing a gun at the viewer with perverse resolve, or 

BurmaÕs opposition leader and Nobel Prize winner Aung San 

Suu Kyi, symbolising a quiet, subversive resistance to dictatorial 

regimes. Others are less familiar faces, everyday women whose 

stories, at Þrst, are opaque to us.

An elegant-looking grey-haired woman dressed in dark blue 

smiles conÞdently at us in the 2010 painting Time Is Now. Her 

image is cropped, echoing the snapshot format of ID pictures and 

the ofÞcial formality of public portraits. She is suspended against 

a light-pink background accented by myriad shining astronomical 

ÒVenusÓ symbols, commonly used to indicate the female gender 

and as self-asserting signs for womenÕs power. Painted in red and 

bearing small Swarovski crystals, these repeated elements concur 

to suggest an almost magical space, and they rhyme with and 

exalt the vividness of the earrings she is wearing, themselves 

lusciously coloured Swarovski gems. The woman portrayed is the 
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current Prime Minister of Iceland, Johanna Sigurdardottir, the 

Þrst openly gay woman to achieve such a position in the world. 

All around the composition, white Swarovski jewels create small 

conÞgurations that reiterate the larger geometrical form of the 

triangular canvas. The crystalsÕ luminous reßections convey an 

aura around the central Þgure that turns the prosaic tone of 

its rendition into the glamour of a new Pop icon. As this and 

other works from the series show, Abichandani prefers to use 

oval, spherical or triangular canvases in lieu of the traditional 

rectangle. These formats, with their symbolic associations, 

evoke notions of harmony, perfection, and eternity that the 

artist appropriates and subverts. Perhaps suggesting one of the 

triangleÕs universal meanings as an expression of male power 

and aiming to mine its authority from within, the artist also uses 

the format in  DaddyÕs Girls (Mary Cheney and Heather Poe) (2010), 

which depicts the daughter of American former vice-president 

Dick Cheney Ñ known for his position against gay rights Ñ with 

her female lover. As though the dark side of the luminous view 

presented by Time is Now, this work critiques the hypocrisy of 

power with a punchy sarcasm.

It is interesting to note that Abichandani approaches painting 

with a sculptorÕs mind. Elaborately crafted, her paintings are 

handsomely designed objects, a feast for the eyes. Through 

reproductions Ñ which are limited approximations of works of 

art to begin with Ñ it is impossible to get a sense of the play of 

light, texture and colour that animates these works in the ßesh. 

Through elements of sculptural relief and elaborate design, 

painting is pulled out of its two-dimensionality. To accentuate the 

quality of her paintings as objects, Abichandani often employs 

cheap-looking found frames made of golden-yellow plastic, or 

else uses brightly coloured feathers, or long nails, as visual framing 



devices. In tension with the richness and profusion of decorative 

motifs that characterise the compositions, the artistÕs Þgures are 

generally rendered with an almost self-effacing hand. It seems 

that, by avoiding painterly ÒengagementÓ and suggesting instead 

an impersonal touch, the artist aims at revealing the nature of 

her images as appropriations of already-existing pictures. As 

reality is pulled into the realm of painting in these marvellous, 

small worlds, sorrow and loss can be momentarily sublimated, 

ideological prevarication darkly laughed at, violence denounced, 

or unique moments of achievement captured for notice. 

Abichandani depicts the wedding day of a young, unidentiÞed 

couple in a remarkable 2010 painting. It is an Indian ceremony, as 

we can grasp from the garlands of orange plastic ßowers around 

their necks and the red fabric roses applied on the intricately 

abstract background of stylized ßoral motifs that radiate from 

inside to out. Those fabric roses evoke the ritual of throwing 

ßowers at the couple, and the pattern in the background on 

which they ßow resembles a wallpaper of traditional bridal henna 

design. As the title Ode to Manoj and Babli indicates, these are the 

victims of a recent Òhonour killing,Ó a phenomenon that afßicts 

India and other parts of the world where arranged marriages are 

the rule and strictly, violently enforced. Manoj and Babli had fallen 

in love and wanted to marry, but their union was forbidden as 

they belonged to the same gotra, or clan. Ode poignantly portrays 

the wedding celebration the couple never had, and exposes the 

tragic clash between tradition and modernity that their story 

encapsulates.

Taking us on a journey across a variety of geographic and 

cultural areas, AbichandaniÕs gallery of portraits focuses on 

womanÕs agency in history. We are taken from ÒHistoryÓ to 

Time Is Now (for Chitra Ganesh)

2010
acrylic paint, plastic, fabric, Swarovski crystals on canvas
38 x 38 cm (15 x 15 in)
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Òhistories,Ó multiple tales told by individual lives that break down 

assumptions about race, gender and class, and draw on themes 

of war, love and death. Beyond hierarchies, the under-recognised 

history of women comes to the fore, its many differences literally 

shining back at the viewer through the maze of decorated, jewel-

adorned objects. Together they offer a response to the ofÞcial 

male-oriented narrative of history that still tends to dominate. 

In this respect, AbichandaniÕs work shares the forcefully critical 

and uncompromising impulse of Nancy SperoÕs art and its 

Òcelebratory idea of Woman as protagonist.Ó But whereas Spero 

concentrated on a mythic iconography of intensely emotional 

existentialism, the Indian artist depicts present-day women as 

exemplary individual personages. Her idiom favours matter-of-

fact directness over expressionism, for by keeping emotion at 

bay, Abichandani is able to intensify the conceptual impact of 

those contradictions that her characters embody. Furthermore, 

among the inhabitants of the artistÕs universe are women who 

use power just like their male counterparts, and those who make 

a difference by trying to resist or upend established orders.

That the source for the artistÕs painted visions is the internet is 

an unequivocal signal: she wants to retrieve and revive stories 

passed over in silence by television or newspapers and form 

a critique of censorship. The Lynching of Saddam (2007), for 

instance, is based on the Þnal still of the internet-distributed 

video showing the execution by hanging of Iraqi dictator Saddam 

Hussein. Here, in a brutal act of assassination passing for justice, 

we see a perpetrator of violence turning into a victim. Moving 

from one war-torn country to another, Abichandani made the 

poignant work Duo/Duel for Sunita Vishwanath and Women 

for Afghan Women (2010). A hybrid of sculpture and painting, it 

consists of a pair of found leather gloves on which the artist has 

DaddyÕs Girls (Mary Cheney and Heather Poe)

2010
acrylic paint, fabric, feathers, Swarovski crystals on canvas
37 x 42 cm (14 1/2 x 16 1/2 in)
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painted portraits of two young female boxers. The dominating 

colour of the piece is an impossibly bright pink. They are members 

of the Þrst womenÕs boxing league in Afghanistan, founded 

in 2007, and the piece is a tribute to promise for the future 

and, more speciÞcally, a salute to the combative, resilient spirit 

of women living in oppressive, patriarchal societies who are 

prepared to confront the violence of religious fundamentalism.

In close dialogue with her painting practice, Abichandani infuses 

her sculptures with an idiosyncratic blend of the personal, the 

political and the spiritual, critiquing power in all its forms. She 

realizes both medium-scale freestanding objects and large-

scale wall-mounted installations. Her vocabulary often conßates 

Þguration and abstraction. Simple, recognisable images of 

dominion and authority abound, as in the wall piece Heartland 

(2010) with its rendition of an eagle. In text-based works, 

exempliÞed by the 2008 installation Allah hu Akhbar, words are 

spelled out on the wall. Addressing the grip of religions over 

everyday life and the conßicts that ensue in their name, the work 

consists of the Arabic words of the title (translatable as ÒGod is 

GreatÓ) traced in Swarovski crystal-embellished leather whips 

that have been painted in a combination of red and green. The 

colour scheme calls to mind historical juxtapositions such as 

those, for example, between Catholic and Protestant, or Shia and 

Sunni. In another large-scale installation, Prisoner of my Womb 

(P.O.W) (2009), where the personal and the universal mingle, we 

Þnd the Hindi word for ÒmotherÓ surmounted by a red, plastic 

female breast. The predominant linearity of its vocabulary 

reinforces the artistÕs avowed idea of sculpture as wall-drawing. 

A reference to her own experience of childbearing and 

motherhood (the installationÕs central element of blood-red-painted 

painted whips studded with nails resembles the umbilical cord), 

the piece invites multiple associations to the notions of nation, 
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planet, goddess and family. In this and other works Abichandani 

seems to take a cue, in her own highly personal way, from the 

approach to sculpture distilled by Louise Bourgeois in the famous 

dictum, ÒFor me, sculpture is the body. My body is my sculpture.Ó  

The younger artistÕs vocabulary of found objects always evokes 

and returns to the female body. About the symbolism of the whip 

and the Swarovski crystal as materials in particular, the artist 

has explained: Òthe whips are fabricated in India and exported 

to the West where I purchase them. They carry associations of 

self-ßagellation leading to spiritual ecstasy that is common 

to Hinduism, Islam and Christianity. They have additional 

associations with the American history of slavery, popular 

imagery of Indiana Jones, and sexual domination. . . . The objects 

are also encrusted with Swarovski crystals, a conservative name-

brand product. The extreme embellishment and decoration is 

symbolic of the seduction, opulence and wealth that is associated 

with most organized systems like religionÑfrom the Vatican and 

the Taliban to the large Hindu temples in America.Ó 

Unafraid of looking into the heart of darkness (to say it 

through Joseph Conrad, a writer she has directly referenced), 

AbichandaniÕs work illuminates contradictions and ambivalences. 

Far from the risks of a sloganeering language that would turn 

art into propaganda, she confronts and undermines assumptions 

about history, culture, gender, race and religion in ways that shed 

light on the nuanced complexities of our times. Thus, posing 

difÞcult questions, the artistÕs crystal visions, small and large, 

invite an open mind and Ñ refreshingly Ñ spark critical thinking.

Francesca Pietropaolo is an art historian and independent curator 
based in Venice.





There is no better way to fuck with oneÕs head than to take 

fetishised media images that one thought one knew were 

negative or positive stereotypes, or not-quite-negative-but-one-

thought-they-were, or not-quite-positive-but-one-thought-they-

were, then move them into contention, and dress them in lace, 

and deck them in jewels, and dedicate them with love. Jaishri 

Abichandani never hesitates to do just that, and this solo exhibition, 

ÒDirty JewelsÓ, is no exception. Carefully crafting the materiality of 

image, text and video to make visible and question ethno-histories 

of women from multiple contexts, AbichandaniÕs work forces dis-

comfort and uncertainty, and arrives at critical self-reßection via 

those sensations, by employing politically charged media images 

that she embellishes only just so. 

The power of fetish reigns high in AbichandaniÕs work, whether it 

be of leather whips and foreign scripts as found in Allah hu Akhbar 

(2008), or of veiled women, as in Mother of All Believers (2010), or 

of powerful black women, as in Hearts of Darkness (Condoleezza 

Rice and Ayaan Hirsi Ali) (2010). These acrylic paintings, made 

within an icon-like aesthetic, highlight the dialectical relation-

ship between desire/fetish and the histories of the women 

portrayed, creating a layer of moral ambiguity as one encounters 

each piece. There are simultaneous plays on the use of the icon: 

the Þrst, and visually most obvious, is in the worksÕ formal mode 

of framed display, shaped to be recognised as pseudo-religious 

icons; the second, the semiotic gesture of iconicity in the creation 

of a portrait; and finally, the posturing of these subjects as 

possible feminist icons. In these paintings Abichandani describes 

the hybrid subjectivities of individual women as they reappropriate 

power, yet her production leaves the viewer unsure if one is 

to celebrate or denounce them. And the relationship between 

empowerment and violence is complicated when paired with the 

dedications Abichandani offers to key individuals in her personal 

FEMINISM’S ICONICITY: DEDICATED TO DIRTY BOMBS,
MOMS AND LACE
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Allah hu Akhbar (detail)

2008
leather whips, wire, Swarovski crystals, nails, paint
65 x 450 cm (23 1/2 x 177 1/2 in)
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Silver/Blue Lingam

2008
leather whip, dildo, wood, paint, wire, nails, Swarovski crystals
30 x 46 cm (12 x 18 in)



deep black recess, the collage immediately focuses our attention 

on the body of a woman being raped by an unidentiÞable man. 

We can tell, from the now-iconic kefÞyeh, that the man is Arab, 

while two American soldiers with their backs to us stand guard, 

watching. The act of guarding (and watching) violence is a mise-

en-sc•ne reminiscent of Abu Ghraib speciÞcally, and the war in 

Iraq and Afghanistan more broadly.  
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Mother of All Believers: Samira Jassim

2010
metal studs, thread, plastic, nails and acrylic on canvas
36.8 x 27 cm (14 1/2 x 10 5/8 in)

and professional lifeÑ consider such titles as Gunning for Gold 

(for Rina Banerjee) (2010), Duo/Duel (for Sunita Vishwanath and Women 

for Afghan Women) (2010) and No Way Home (after Subodh Gupta 

and Georgia OÕKeefe) (2010). Through these dedications Abichandani 

builds her family tree as she links ideas, ideologies, and identity. 

The act of creating family or, more speciÞcally, mothering family, 

and all of the inherent complexities that particular relationship 

connotes, is complicated in a piece like Mother of All Believers: 

Samira Jassim (2010). This honoriÞc title, ÒUmm al-MumineenÓ 

in Arabic, is heavy with religious signiÞcance, most commonly 

indexing Aisha1, one of the wives of the Prophet and a key (and 

contentious) woman in the history of Islam. By appropriating this 

honoriÞc, Samira Ahmed Jassim, the Iraqi woman depicted in 

Mother of All Believers, conjures up mythologies of mothering large 

populations of people in strife. She styles herself as the strong 

maternal rock who will provide the solace and determination to 

move on, even in her absence. Her eyes draw us in with the soft-

ness around them, the look of understanding, of care. The folds of 

her skin remind us of our own mothers and aunts. Samira Ahmed 

Jassim used this honoriÞc title as she recruited female suicide 

bombers by Þrst having them raped, and then telling them that 

martyrdom was the only way to escape shame. 

This is not the only piece Abichandani offers that engages with 

violence enacted on womenÕs bodies. In a striking collage entitled 

The Rape of... (2007 - 10), the female body featured is the Þgure of 

a woman extracted from Jacques-Louis DavidÕs The Intervention 

of the Sabine Women (1799), in which the acts of women during a 

bloody battle promote understanding between the King of Rome 

and the Sabines. By appropriating one of the women from DavidÕs 

piece, Abichandani launches a critique of the artistÕs choice to 

use womenÕs bodies for acts of violent reconciliation. Set in a 
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But rape, Abichandani reminds us, is not only an issue of inter-

national warfare. In Second Wife (for the love of woman) Mukhtaran 

Mai and her co-wife (2010), we are introduced to two wives: the 

Þrst wife, Rukhsana, more prominently portrayed, and the second, 

Mukhtaran, in the background to the right. Both the frame and 

the wives are bejeweled for the wedding of Mukhtaran to Nasir 

Abbas Gabol. Embedded within deep bridal fuchsia-pink with lace 

around the edges, mimicking the edges of a dupatta2, the women 

look out at us with a certain quiet acceptance of life. The work 

seems to extend an easy read of two women as co-wives, a quick 

critique of IslamÕs allowance for polygamy and oppression of 

women as being non-agentive and complacent, and yet the depth 

of story that this single frame depicts is much like a complicated 

novella. Mukhtaran Mai is hailed as a feminist icon in Pakistan, 

but not because of the marriage to Gabol, her ex-bodyguard3. 

Mukhtaran Mai was the victim of a gang rape as honour revenge 

by the Mastoi clan in Meerwala, Pakistan. Her subsequent mar-

riage is now used to provide rape victims with the hope that life 

goes on Ñ bearing in mind the critique that such a ÒlifeÓ is based 

upon socio-cultural conditions that continue to be patriarchal Ñ 

even after such a horriÞc incident. Having established her own 

rules in their marriage and a nonproÞt organisation for the rights 

of marginalised rural women in Southern Punjab4, Mukhtaran 

Mai chose to re-enter into the folds of patriarchy on her own 

terms.

Around the same time, in another part of the world, another such 

herstory was being avidly consumed by the Western press. The 

protagonist of this narrative, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, is one of the two 

women featured in AbichandaniÕs Hearts of Darkness (Condoleezza 

Rice and Ayaan Hirsi Ali) (2010). Hirsi Ali, lauded as a feminist icon 

in much of the Western media, is a highly contentious figure 

in the Muslim world on account of her anti-Islamic rhetoric. 
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The Rape of... 

2007 - 10
collage on canvas
20.3 x 25.4 cm (8 x 10 in)
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Hearts of Darkness (Condoleezza Rice and Ayaan Hirsi Ali)

2010
metal studs, fabric, plastic, Swarovski crystals and acrylic on canvas
56 cm (22 in)



1 It should be noted that different women are indexed through this honoriÞc title in various Islamic 
traditions. This speciÞc interpretation is based upon the Sunni branch of Islam to which Ñ according to 
media reports Ñ Samira Ahmed Jassim belonged.

2 The dupatta  is a long shawl-like cloth covering the heads of womenÑalso referred to as chuni, chunarya, 
ourni, etc. in other South Asian traditions.

3 This was not an easy marriage proposal: Mukhtaran refused, when Gabol Þrst proposed, on the grounds 
that she did not want to ruin RukhsanaÕs life. Gabol proceeded to threaten Rukhsana with divorce, and 
GabolÕs two sisters were also threatened with divorce by their husbands, who were RukhsanaÕs brothers. 
Gabol moved on to declare that he would commit suicide if Mukhtaran did not marry him, forcing Rukhsana 
and his sisters to come to Mukhtaran and beg her to marry Gabol. Mukhtaran eventually agreed to marry 
him in order to save three marriages from being torn apart, but not before she made some very speciÞc 
demands (a right for the bride in Muslim tradition). She required he transfer ownership of his ancestral home 
to Rukhsana and buy Mukhtaran a separate plot of land. Mukhtaran and Gabol were married in 2009.

4 Mukhtar Mai WomenÕs Welfare Organization

to Þgure out Ñ that inspires me to dedicate this piece to some-

one as well.

It is never we who afÞrm or deny something of a thing; it is the 

thing itself that afÞrms or denies something of itself in us.

Baruch Spinoza, Short Treatise II

Uzma Z. Rizvi is Assistant Professor of Anthropology and Urban 
Studies in the Departments of Social Science and Cultural Studies, 
and Critical and Visual Studies at Pratt Institute of Art and Design, 
Brooklyn, NY. 
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Paired with Condoleezza Rice, the couple conjures up the mixed 

emotions stirred by the entwining of black feminist power and 

neo-conservative Washington politics. Abichandani titled this 

piece after Joseph ConradÕs Heart of Darkness (1902), a novel ex-

amining the darkness within us that allows us to commit heinous 

crimes against others. Formally the piece mimics a heart-shaped 

box of chocolates, the womenÕs faces merging into the shape of 

a heart, their complexions various shades of chocolate brown. 

Although framed by sweetness, like much of AbichandaniÕs work, 

this piece has a strong aftertaste reßected in the moral ambiguity 

of its subjects and our relationship to them and their blackness, 

as well as the complex rules and roles throughout history that 

black women have had to negotiate in order to gain power. Both 

women smile at us, displaying the whites of their teeth, and their 

eyes, more signiÞcantly, are smiling too, crinkling slightly at the 

edges to suggest sincerity. We judge their policies from our pro-

gressive political stances and they continue to smile. Their smiles 

challenge us to have lived the lives they have lived and emerge 

with a different outcome. We would all like to believe we are 

different. Abichandani forces us to ask whether we really are.

AbichandaniÕs work locates and nurtures these dualities and 

hybrid personas as inherent aspects of humanity, thereby allowing 

uncomfortable inconsistencies of character to emerge in her 

oeuvre. We see the power of women emerge through her female 

protagonists, at times replicating the power of violence, at others 

reinstantiating the systemic injustices that continue to oppress 

people worldwide. And it is not just the politics of the ethno-

histories she provides to the viewer, but also the materiality of 

their display. The material itself tells stories of iconicity as each 

narrative is wrapped into the object and vice versa; whether it be 

whips, studs, nails or jewels, there is something about the materials 

that Jaishri Abichandani uses and produces Ñ something I have yet 





this page:

The Return of Devastasia (after Maria Benjamin) (detail)

2010
acrylic paint, plastic, Swarovski crystals on leather gloves
17.7 x 26.6 x 8.9 cm (7 x 10 1/2 x 3 1/2 in)
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Kaliyug Now

2008
lightbox
76.2 x 101.6 cm (30 x 40 in)



Gunning for Gold (for Rina Banerjee)

2010
acrylic paint, fabric, Swarovski crystals on canvas
20.5 cm (8 in)
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Duo/Duel (for Sunita Vishwanath and Women for Afghan Women)

2010
acrylic paint, plastic, Swarovski crystals on leather gloves
19 x 28.5 x 9 cm (7 1/2 x 11 1/4 x 3 1/2 in)
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The Gulabi Gang-star and the politician. Sampat Pal and Mayawati

2010
acrylic paint,  plastic, fabric, Swarovski crystals on canvas
52 x 62 cm (20 1/2 x 24 1/2 in)







previous pages:

No Way Home (after Subodh Gupta and Georgia OÕKeefe)

2010
leather whips, paint, wire,  jewels
120 x 248 cm (47 1/2 x 98 in)
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Superstars

2008
acrylic paint,  plastic, feathers, Swarovski crystals on canvas
61 x 73.7 cm (24 x 29 in)
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