
     ​ ​ ​                  In association with               ​                                      

 
                                                                                                                              

 
 

 
Detail of ‘The Witness’ by Nalini Malani, 2019 

Collection of Kasturbhai Lalbhai Museum, Ahmedabad 

 
 

NALINI MALANI 
 

THE WITNESS 
 

11 January – 31 March 2020 
 

Curated by Tasneem Zakaria Mehta and Johan Pijnappel 
 

Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum presents ‘The Witness’ by Nalini Malani in association with 
Goethe-Institut / Max Mueller Bhavan, Mumbai. Supported by Volte Art Projects.  
The exhibition will be on view at the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum from 11 January to 31 
March 2020. 
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In this exhibition, Nalini Malani explores concepts and concerns that have preoccupied her 
for decades - notions of oppression and dominance, of freedom and justice. Her art pushes the 
boundaries of the visual and engages in an optical theatre that is a commentary not only on 
the present but also on who we are, where we come from and where we are going. As the 
pioneer of experimental art in India, she creates immersive installations, ephemeral wall 
drawings, erasure performances, animation chambers, and her signature video/shadow plays. 
Her work questions the profound certainties of life, of society, of experience-persisting 
'evidence', which is encountered and felt. In her practice, Malani, as an engaged witness, 
exerts an artistic pressure on inherited iconographies and cherished cultural constructs. 
​
 
1. In Search of Vanished Blood, (Variation IV), 2012/2020, 13 minutes 
Single channel video play, projection on the statue of Prince Albert 
Sound design and performance by Nalini Malani 
Marble sculpture by Matthew Noble, 1864 
Location: Industrial Arts Gallery (ground floor) 
 
In Search of Vanished Blood is projected on the marble statue of Prince Albert of Saxe- 
Coburg and Gotha. A man of progressive and relatively liberal ideas, Albert not only led 
reforms in university education, welfare, the royal finances and slavery, he had a special 
interest in applying science and art to the manufacturing industry. The video tells a 
completely different future of Modern Times, opening with a red film footage from World 
War One, with Semaphore flags signals, the first gas masks and women working in bomb 
factories. This is followed by a world map with USA in the centre, over which dramatic 
figures float forecasting apocalyptic times.  
 
In the map the figure of Cassandra appears and appeals to the audience. Her prophecies come 
to us in the form of stop motion animations, in which we recognize references from Goya’s 
The Disasters of War to Taliban fighters. As a world that has gone frantic and clueless runs 
forward, like the typical Muybridge dogs that appear on Cassandra face, there seems no place 
for humanitarian solutions. While Cassandra’s face is covered with the world map, a text 
scrolls slowly over it, with the heartbreaking poem In Search of Vanished Blood. Its last 
words disappear in an image of the world map that deteriorates into a TV glitch. At the end a 
frantic animated hand tries to communicate in the American Sign Language, a last message 
about democracy, which no one can read. 
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The work is inspired by a text from Christa Wolf’s 1983 novel Cassandra. In the video play, 
Cassandra is the main protagonist who tells the story to which a chorus reacts. It is about a 
deteriorating world in which Cassandra offers a way out if we would only listen and learn 
from the violence that has taken place in the past and create a new more humane situation. 
 
The video play creates a provocative environment whose imagery revolves around complex 
themes such as the curse of prophecy, the fatal position of women, and the failure of human 
communication. The title and main text in In Search of Vanished Blood comes from Agha 
Shahid Ali’s translation of the Urdu poem Lahu Ka Surag by poet, Faiz Ahmed Faiz. Along 
with this the soundtrack is inspired by a selection of texts from Heiner Mueller’s 
Hamletmachine, Samuel Beckett’s Krapps Last Tape, and the short story Draupadi by the 
Indian social activist and writer Mahasweta Devi, translated by Gayatri Spivak. 
 
2. Cassandra’s Gift, Documentary by Payal Kapadia, 2012, 20 minutes 
Location: Origins of Mumbai Gallery (first floor) 
 
Cassandra’s Gift is a visual essay, made by the acclaimed film director Payal Kapadia, on the 
tapestry of images, texts and sounds that constitute Nalini Malani’s six channel video/shadow 
play In Search of Vanished Blood for the dOCUMENTA (13) 2012. The artist’s studio 
represents Cassandra’s casket, locked up for having the gift of prophecy, where she makes her 
video shadow play.  Based on Cassandra’s myth the artist talks about her ideas and the 
struggles that go into making this complex work, and we see how she realizes them inside the 
four walls of her studio. 
  
In Arts and Culture, on 12 December 2019, this artwork was selected as being one of the ten 
most important artworks of the last decade, where Indian artist Nalini Malani’s immersive 
work, traces the confluence of Hindu and ancient Greek mythology, intermingled with recent 
Indian history, German literature, and Samuel Beckett, focuses on one aspect in particular: 
the role of women, and their millennia-long fight for independence and equality.  
 
3. Dream Houses (Variation I), 1969, 2:07 minutes 
Digitalised film projection 
Location: Kamalnayan Bajaj Special Exhibitions Gallery (first floor) 
 
During the summer of 1969 Malani started a labour-intensive project at VIEW (Vision 
Exchange Workshop) in Mumbai – a stop-motion animation film on the idealism and hope 
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that modernism brought in during the immediate post-Independence period. She worked on 
this every day for nearly two months, which resulted in two films, both titled Dream Houses, 
the first of which was only recently discovered in late 2017. The second version was found in 
2011 and exists both as an independent film work, and as part of Malani’s double film 
projection installation Utopia (1969–76). 
 
Malani worked on Dream Houses using a combination of a still and a film camera. She 
started by building an architectural model of a settlement from thick black cardboard, 
measuring 56 x 76 cm. By changing the position of a lamp, this play with shadows was 
photographed from the top angle on negative film with a Mamiyaflex camera. These 6 x 6 cm 
photographs were made into large positive and negative acetate sheets with registration holes, 
which could be placed on a fixed metal wall mount. To achieve the different colour 
combinations, which can be seen in this film, the different grey scales had to be transformed. 
To this end, each acetate sheet was shot separately with a 8 mm Bolex film camera with 
different colour filters, and each segment of the film was reversed inside the camera and 
exposed twice or three times. This needed precise calculations as the images could potentially 
get overexposed. Dream Houses thus became a scintillating colour fantasy of a utopian urban 
landscape inspired by the colour theories of Johannes Itten and the Lichtrequisit einer 
elektrischen Bühne [Light Space Modulator] of László Moholy-Nagy. 
 
Malani’s engagement in and enthusiasm for building a new modern India are reflected in 
Dream Houses, which conveys the vision of a modern India in which poverty and housing 
problems could be solved through a master plan for urban space. This element in Malani’s 
work was the result of her growing interest in the implications of architecture, namely that an 
environment is linked to social strata. This topic was very much alive in the group of 
architecture students of J.J. College of Architecture, who were her closest friends at the time.  
 
India’s most famous architect, Charles Correa, frequently visited his friend Akbar Padamsee 
at VIEW, and spoke about his visionary plan for building New Bombay (Navi Mumbai), 
which had a profound impact on Malani. That same summer, at Charles Correa’s home, 
Malani met Richard Buckminster Fuller, who explained to her in detail the ideas behind the 
geodesic dome and its utopian implications. Malani’s archive holds a printed copy of the 
lecture that Buckminster Fuller delivered at the Third Annual Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial 
Lecture in New Delhi in 1969. 
 
In the context of Indian film, Dream Houses is a one of a kind experimental film, which 
captures the spirit of the time in India. Yet it also belongs to the art history of late 
international modernism: it was shown in 2016–17 at the MoMA in New York, as part of the 
one-year exhibition From the Collection: 1960–1969. 
Page 4 of 12​ Supported by  

                                                                



     ​ ​ ​                  In association with               ​                                      

 
                                                                                                                              

 
 
 
 
 
4. Can You Hear Me?, 2018/2019, 89:52 minutes 
Five channel animation installation, 56 animations 
Location: Kamalnayan Bajaj Special Exhibitions Gallery (first floor) 
 
Can You Hear Me? is Malani’s latest multiple projection installation, a type of art she calls 
the ‘animation chamber’. The title “Can you hear me?” is taken from a 2018 animation, 
which was part of her Notebooks animations, about a minor girl who was raped but nobody 
heard her cry. This piteous cry, this voice of the dispossessed which is not being heard or is 
deliberately ignored, is presented in different registers of the ironical, and the absurd, with 
bright colours and quirky sounds tracks. 
 
These Notebooks animations were started by Malani in 2017 and are made on an Apple iPad, 
which functions as her artist’s sketchbook. Here she develops her ideas and speaks about the 
absurdities of life which she encounters, making it into ‘memory emotions’. Each of these 
animations has an intriguing title, such as Fail Better, Ubu Roi, Red Man, Double Speak, She 
is gone my Mighty Bird, which the artist categorizes as: socio - political, abstract, 
masculine/feminine ideology, satirical or more personal. These iPad animations as a set of 
works have a sense of the abject. For this she developed a language that is funny, sad, 
modest, energetic, hysterical and satirical. But within it also appears the comic and the 
absurd. The sound that Malani designs is frequently as contrapuntal to the animations. The 
length is usually less than a minute as this is the limit of Instagram – the platform where she 
presents these original art works for free, to a wide and diverse audience, circumventing the 
commercialized art market. This installation collection is wider than the earlier presentations 
on Instagram including a selection of longer animations www.instagram.com/nalinimalani.  
 
Can You Hear Me? was developed as an animation chamber in collaboration with the Goethe 
Institut / Max Mueller Bhavan Mumbai for their Golden Jubilee in 2019. In an extended 
format it will become part of Malani’s upcoming solo exhibition at the Joan Miró Foundation 
in Barcelona 19 March – 26 September 2020. Over the last 50 years, animations have played 
an important part in Malani’s art. After Dream Houses made at the Vision Exchange 
Workshop, Mumbai, in 1969 and before Notebooks, she made a series of animations with the 
technique of painting and erasure. This found its first place with the work Memory: 
Record/Erase in the theatre production The Job and later video installations such as 
Remembering Toba Tek Singh (1998) and video/shadow plays such as Remembering Mad 
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Meg (2007) and In Search of Vanished Blood (2012) that was shown at dOCUMENTA (13), 
Kassel. 
 
 
 
 
5. Expropriation, 1993 
Neon sculpture 
Location: Kamalnayan Bajaj Special Exhibitions Gallery (first floor) 
 
6. Despoiled Shore, 1993/2014  
12 digital prints on archival Hahnemühle Bamboo Fine Art Paper 
Sound from theatre play, Medeamaterial, Performed by Alaknanda Samarth, 1993 
Location: Special Project Space II, Museum Plaza 
 
In 1992–93, Malani collaborated with Indian/French actor Alaknanda Samarth on the 
experimental theatre production Medeamaterial, shown as an installation/performance, 
adapted from Heiner Müller’s Despoiled Shore: Medeamaterial: Landscape with Argonauts.  
 
Medeamaterial was performed by Alaknanda Samarth for seven nights at the Stuttgart Hall of 
Max Müller Bhavan, in Mumbai. At twilight, the performance started on the street where a 
group of menacing black-clad motorcyclists encircled the public.  
 
The performer stood against the huge glass windows next to a neon sign called 
Expropriation, and an endlessly revolving searchlight. She seduces the audience to enter her 
world. The neon sign, the epitome of the glitter of a metropolis, displayed an image of two 
hands that enter through the eyes and try to mould the person’s brains, manipulating the mind 
through the seduction of the eye. In the first space, dressed in a huge overcoat of 
bubble-wrap, the performer interacted with the installations including a bandaged grand piano 
and fourteen wall paintings called Despoiled Shore with life size figures whose format 
resembled that of an oversized accordion book. The various colour panels show Medea and 
Jason, betrayal of Medea, the greed of the coloniser and the violence in the city during the 
early 1990s. The second space showed the Theatre of Images (as Mueller called it) where six 
characters mime the story of the princess of Colchis (Medea) seduced by Jason, appearing as 
a slide installation. In the third and last space, Jason and Medea meet in cyberspace.  
 
Malani shot Jason alone, as a character on video that Medea could stop and start with a 
remote control. Medea’s vengeance against Jason leads to her self-destruction as a mother. 
While Medea lies on her back and her voice is a chorus of female voices that speaks of 

Page 6 of 12​ Supported by  

                                                                



     ​ ​ ​                  In association with               ​                                      

 
                                                                                                                              

degradation, exploitation and the meaninglessness of language, a warplane (reverse painted 
on Mylar) enters her body. Her soliloquy combines the scratch of street graffiti and classical 
language. The variety of multidisciplinary crossovers resulted in an unconventional play, as 
an allegory for the process of degradation and violence in times of colonial domination.  
 
 
 
Reverse Paintings (The Teller of Tales, 2019 and The Witness, 2019) 
 
In 1989 Nalini Malani learned the reverse painting technique from her artist friend Bhupen 
Khakhar, who had learned the ‘Hinter Glass Malerei’ technique in East Europe. Since 1989, 
Malani has extended its use on Mylar, acrylic and Lexan in multi panel paintings like 
Splitting the Other (2007) and the cylinders of her theatre production The Job (1997), and the 
shadow and video/shadow plays like In Search of Vanished Blood (2012). 
 
7. The Witness, 2019  
Reverse painted triptych on Acrylic 
Collection of Kasturbhai Lalbhai Museum, Ahmedabad 
Location: Kamalnayan Bajaj Special Exhibitions Gallery (first floor) 
 
The reverse painted triptych The Witness is a metaphor of what has gone on in history, and 
that which will escalate in the near future into turmoil, leading to contentious borders, 
sectarian conflict and pogroms, resulting in a depleted world. 
 
In a cosmic space, two floating orbs teeming with life dominate the triptych. On the left the 
female protagonist - Cassandra, the embodiment of female premonition and thought, is 
holding an orb. With her magic wand she shows us a landscape of life and words stating: ‘I 
love maps because they lie’. With the eagle (nature) hovering overhead, Cassandra witnesses 
the plot that is brewing on the right side of the painting. Hiding behind the second orb, two 
rapacious, Machiavellian characters are plotting their next move to find ways and means to 
exploit the land. The golden yellow rays of light, representing the ideology of Modernism, do 
not reach the orbs anymore. The dog is a stray, an outsider, a pariah, who is forbidden to enter 
the precincts of the so-called civilized city. The marching worker protests for his rights, 
holding a speech bubble in his hand, claiming his rights on a part of the city. He seems to 
have lost direction and walks out of the painting, having no agency anymore in this day and 
age. 
 
The quote from Map by Polish female poet Wislawa Szymborska, traverses the landscape of 
the painting, sums it up, succinctly and poetically. 
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“I like maps, because they lie. 
Because they give no access to the vicious truth. 
Because great-heartedly, good-naturedly 
they spread before me a world 
not of this world.” 
 
 
8. The Teller of Tales, 2019 
Reverse painted triptych on Acrylic 
Collection of Kasturbhai Lalbhai Museum, Ahmedabad 
Location: Kamalnayan Bajaj Special Exhibitions Gallery (first floor) 
 
In the reverse painted triptych, The Teller of Tales, Malani has placed the female protagonist, 
the storyteller, in the lower part of the right panel, from here words about the fragility of life, 
sparks from her hands all over the painting in different shapes and forms. This is a narrative 
that works on three levels - from the 19th century Bengal peasant liberation movement, to the 
quote from the German female philosopher and political theorist Hanna Arendt who speaks 
of the continuation of life. And finally to the philosophical note of the Polish female poet 
Wislawa Szymborska, where in our improvised faulty ways, we are still able to live on. 
 
On a historical level:  
The Indigo Rebellion (Neel Bidroho) broke out in 1859, in the Nadia districts in Bengal 
where the workers attacked the Indigo factories with whatever weapons they had, joined by 
women who fought with pots and pans. From there it spread to other districts in 1860 where 
the farmers revolted successfully, overthrowing the brutal suppression of the European Indigo 
planters, supported by the British Government for almost a century. 
 
On a sociological level: 
Hannah Arendt’s quote, “To be alive means to live in a world that preceded one’s own arrival 
and will survive one’s own departure.”  
 
On a philosophical / existential level:  
Wislawa Szymborska quote from her poem Nothing Twice “...we arrive here improvised and 
leave without the chance to practice.” 
 
“Why do we treat the fleeting day with so much needless fear and sorrow? It's in its nature 
not to stay. Today is always gone tomorrow.” 
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9. City of Desires (Variation III), 1992/2020 
People Come and Go 
In situ Wall Drawing/ Erasure Performance 
Charcoal and Ink 
Location: 19th Century Paintings Gallery (ground floor) 
​
The in situ wall drawing depicts a 19th century map of Mumbai, shaped like a seducing hand. 
The hand nudges a young man who has to join the work force in order to survive. In the 
corner is the mandatory thumb print that might provide the identity of existence for all 
Indians although even with a thumb, Eklavya may not get his identity card.  
 
The skipping girl innocently jumps in the air providing a moment of joy while the cares of 
quotidian life weigh heavily of the adults. A prose from Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, 
overlaid on the girl, serves as a reminder that a city develops in one’s imagination its measure 
is through the quality of one’s life and its creative expression. 
  
The dense, busy geographical lines and lives of the city are provided a moment of pause, 
reflection, and relief by Bahinabai’s poem Dharitrichya Kushimadhi when the seed sprouts in 
‘naman’ to the sun. 
  
“The seeds are asleep in the earth’s embrace, 
Covered by the mud as if covered by a shawl 
As the seed trembles in the ground, 
The sprouts emerge from earth 
Overwhelming the field as if goosebumps rising on the skin 
From each sprout grew leaves, playing with the sun and the breeze 
As if with two hands folded to the skies” 
 
10. Listening to the Shades, 2008/2013 
Storyboard Installation 
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42 digital prints on archival Hahnemühle Bamboo Fine Art Paper 
Sound design inspired from Cassandra by Christa Wolf 
Performed by Alaknanda Samarth, 2008 
Location: Special Project Space I, Museum Plaza 
 
In 2007, just after her successful exhibition of the eleven-panel polyptych Splitting the Other 
at the Venice Biennial, Malani started the ambitious project Listening to the Shades for which 
she made forty-two reverse paintings, each 45 x 66 cm.  
 
 
This work was part of her new series under the overall title Cassandra, the mythical or an 
allegorical figure representing for Malani feminine instincts and insights that humanity 
should take cognisance of for a more humane and progressive future, but which have been 
ignored and considered heretical. Cassandra implies what has been denied to women and as 
such symbolises for Malani the unfinished business of women’s revolution. 
 
Listening to the Shades is a painting installation, which was shown for the first time in 2008 
at the Arario Gallery in New York, exhibited on walls painted in the intense colour of 
Pantone Blue 2747. Before entering, one already hears the audio element of this installation, 
with the whispering words of the actor Alaknanda Samarth, similar to what Malani used for 
the shadow play The Tables Have Turned. The forty-two paintings hang in an unusual linear 
order. There is a start and an end, but in between there are irregular sequential clusters. 
Together these paintings, in this specific order, are an extensive, almost 25-metres long 
storyboard of a film script. While in the large paintings such as Splitting the Other multiple 
scenes of a narrative appear in each of the panels, in Listening to the Shades Malani breaks 
with this continuous narrative of storytelling; here each action gets a separate frame.  
 
The dominant element in this series of paintings is the human brain. This organ appears in a 
conundrum of scenes, where it changes into boxing gloves, a rehearsal chamber acts as a 
space for thought or flying objects, high in the sky with two fighter jets. In the key image of 
the storyboard, the lower part of a spinal column comes out of Cassandra’s mouth, while jets 
battle and explode in her head. Although apocalyptic in approach, Malani ends the story in a 
more optimistic tone where she finds a space for, as she calls it, gendered thought.  
 
Malani develops this narrative installation format further with her tondi format paintings 
which examine slices of aggression and destruction on a microscopic level. Here the reading 
is no longer a shot-scene sequence but spreads in a chaos on the wall, so that the viewer’s eye 
leaps from one to the other in a kind of “jump cut.” The viewers create their own sequence, 
and the artist withdraws as the linear narrator. 
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While working on this painting installation, the idea arose to make Listening to the Shades 
also into an artist book, for which Malani invited the artist/curator Robert Storr to collaborate. 
It became a golden-edged book, with intense blue pages and white lettering, which starts with 
Storr’s contribution “Visions at Nightfall” with the apocalyptic words: “How will we be told 
the worst? Who will tell us? Who will pay heed?” This is followed by the section with the 42 
paintings, where the story board is divided in fourteen sections, each with provoking short 
titles such as Why War?, Rape, and Deviants Parade. The book ends with a text by the artist 
herself entitled “Cassandra.” 
 
About Nalini Malani  
​
Nalini Malani secured a Diploma in Fine Arts from Sir J.J. School of Arts, Bombay, 1969 and 
the French Government Scholarship for Fine Arts to study in Paris from 1970 to 1972. In 
2010, she was conferred an Honorary Doctorate in Fine Arts from the San Francisco Art 
Institute. In 2013, she won the Fukuoka Prize for Art followed by an exhibition at Dr. Bhau 
Daji Lad Museum. She received the St. Moritz Art Masters Lifetime Achievement Award in 
2014, the Asian Arts Game Changers Award Hong Kong in 2016, and the prestigious Joan 
Miró Prize in 2019. 
​
Malani has had 15 international museum solo exhibitions and her works have been acquired 
by 30 museums including MoMA, MET, Tate Modern, and Centre Pompidou. In 2005, she 
had her first retrospective at Peabody Essex Museum, Salem. Her latest critically acclaimed 
retrospective 'The Rebellion of the Dead', 1969-2017 was shown at the Centre Pompidou and 
Castello di Rivoli. 
 
About Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum  
 
The Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum opened to the public in 1857 and is Mumbai's oldest museum. It is 
the erstwhile Victoria and Albert Museum, Bombay, which showcases the city’s art and culture 
through a rare collection of fine and decorative arts that highlight early Modern Art practices as well 
as the craftsmanship of various communities of the Bombay Presidency.  
 
The Museum was in a derelict condition and underwent a comprehensive five-year restoration by 
INTACH supported by the Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai and the Jamnalal Bajaj 
Foundation. The project won UNESCO’s international Award of Excellence for cultural conservation 
in 2005. The Museum re-opened in 2008 with an extensive exhibition programme and is committed to 
promoting contemporary art and culture.  
 
The Museum hosts an extensive exhibitions programme, which explores the importance of the 
collection and includes a strong focus on contemporary art and culture. The Museum has partnered 
with several international institutions to showcase artists and exhibitions including the Victoria and 
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Albert Museum, British Library, Solomon R Guggenheim Museum and Museum of Modern Art in an 
effort to facilitate international cultural exchange.  
 
The Museum’s education and outreach programme aims to build and diversify the Museum’s 
audiences. The museum offers a year-long Post Graduate Diploma, conducted over the weekend, 
which covers the theoretical and critical study of Indian Art from 1850 to the present. The curatorial 
module in the course engages with the latest curatorial practices by offering the students an 
opportunity to interact with the best curators and artists in India. The museum also hosts a rich 
selection of programmes including workshops, film, music, and lectures on history of art focused on 
providing stimulating, participatory experiences that respond to different ages, interests and language 
groups, and recognize a diversity of backgrounds. These experiences are aimed at encouraging critical 
engagement with Mumbai’s history, art and cultural developments. 
 
 
 
For more information about the Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Mumbai City Museum, please visit:  
Facebook: www.facebook.com/BDLMuseum  
Twitter: https://twitter.com/BDLMuseum  
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/bdlmuseum/ 
Website: www.bdlmuseum.org  
E-mail: enquiry@bdlmuseum.org  
Telephone: +91 22 23731234  
 
For Listings  
Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Mumbai City Museum presents, ‘The Witness’ by Nalini Malani, in association 
with Goethe-Institut / Max Mueller Bhavan, Mumbai. Supported by Volte Art Projects. 
11 January 2020 – 31 March 2020.  
Curated by Tasneem Zakaria Mehta and Johan Pijnappel.  
 
Exhibition Venue:  
Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Mumbai City Museum  
91A Rani Baug, Veer Mata Jijabai Bhonsle Udyan  
Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar Marg,  
Byculla East, Mumbai 400027  
 
Timings:  
10:00 am to 6:00 pm | last entry 5:30 pm  
Closed on Wednesdays and certain public holidays  
 
For media enquiries, please contact: 
Ruta Waghmare | Mobile: +91 9833612692 | Email: rwaghmare@bdlmuseum.org 
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