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Sheela Gowda 
Remains
This exhibition gathers a wide selection of works from Sheela 
Gowda, all made since the 1990s until today. During that time 
she has developed a poetic and political practice based on an 
attentive gaze at the world, an acknowledgement of the ability 
of matter, objects and remains to transmit and symbolise, and a 
compromise with the process of definition of form as a way to 
transform meaning.

added to her work, such as cow dung, tar 
drums, pigments, human hair, needles, 
incense, thread or rubber.
The nature of her work seems to rely 
on situations that are common and 
extraordinary at the same time, where the 
“immediate” information communicated 
by a material—such as its texture, smell or 
substance—is in direct dialogue with the 
systems in which it is mediated, and in 
which we are accustomed to experience 
it, be them economic, political or ritual.
In this respect, her use of cow dung is 
exemplary. This material fulfils different 
functions in the ritual economy of India, 
as it does in the dynamics of labour and 
of survival. Cows are sacred animals for 
the Hindu; they are a source of milk and 
their excrement is used as fuel and to 
insulate floors and walls. It is also used 
by crafts people to make sculptures 
and toys. All this somehow appears in 
Gowda’s work. But in addition, her use 
of this material in the early 1990s also 
implies an indirect ethical examination 
of the situation of political violence 
deployed in India in those years. Another 
key examples are her works made with 
human hair, which combine ritualistic use 
(as a sacrifice demanded by a vow), the 
everyday (as talismans on vehicles) and 

Sheela Gowda was initially trained in 
painting at Baroda’s university and at 
Visva-Bharati in Santiniketan. These 
academic contexts were shaped by the 
Indian modernist tradition, characterised 
by an interest in the vernacular, in popular 
imagery and in traditional crafts, but also 
open to the use of different techniques 
and to new ways of  responding to 

di fferent s i tuat ions. When Gowda 
returned from London in the mid-1980s, 
after completing her postgraduate studies 
at the Royal College of Art, she started 
her transition from the pictorial space to 
three-dimensional works, making works 
that involved the direct manipulation and 
quiet but tenacious confrontation with a 
series of new materials that she gradually 

the economy (through the sale of human 
hair in markets worldwide); and the use 
of tar drums that connect labour to the 
languages of abstract art. 
Her dialogue with such materials leads 
to abstract proposals, but for Sheela 
Gowda abstraction doesn’t imply losing 
meaning or motive. Instead it confirms 
that a specific form always carries 
multiple significations. Her works cling 
onto matter, sensations and emotions. 
And through that set of connections 
pose fundamental questions about our 
presence in the world, about the passage 
of time and its relative transparence.
This exhibition has been organized in collaboration with 
Pirelli HangarBicocca, Milan. On the occasion of the 
exhibition, a book of essays and interviews is published: 
Sheela Gowda. Making. This publication complements 
the catalogue Sheela Gowda. Remains edited by Pirelli 
HangarBicocca and Skira.
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