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In her photographic practice, Gauri Gill chronicles the lives of those rendered powerless by state forces and societal structures, often
portraying itinerant ways of life, rural communities and fragile livelihood structures. Drawn to the means through which individuals try to
overcome their circumstances, in the last years she has been working alongside local artists to interpret stories.

Gill’s most recent series Acts of Appearance (2015—ongoing) has assumed its form within a village of traditional Adivasi paper mache artists
from the Konkana tribe in Jawhar district. Further inland from Dahanu, it is one of the most impoverished districts in Maharashtra. In
Rajasthan, among her Jogi friends during the festival of Holi, Gill had first encountered people casually wearing store-bought masks to play-
act and assume various personas as part of the fun of the festival. In Maharashtra, she learned of the Bahora procession, held once a year in
many Adivasi villages, in which the entire village participates in a ritual performance over several nights, to enact a mythological tale. The
performers are chosen from among the residents and wear elaborate masks made by artists to represent different gods, demons, and
ancillary figures. In the course of each story, which is as codified as it is improvisatory and has many twists and turns, the good must
vanquish the evil. Well-known Hindu epics such as the Ramayana are absorbed into local tales, and gods such as Ganesh and Hanuman
feature alongside tribal deities like the Kul Devta and Vaag Devta, in addition to the gods that are omnipresent, such as the great Mahadeva
(Shiva) and Parvati.

The Bahora masks take weeks to make, are sacred and consecrated, and constitute a moral and imaginative universe, but also conform to
strict rules of creation as they represent powerful archetypes refined over generations of storytelling. They are made only occasionally—once
a year, or once in several years—and then carefully stored by families to be brought out for the yearly procession. The men and women who
make them spend the rest of their time making objects for domestic display: mother and baby deer, monkey heads, elephant heads,
tortoises, or the face of the Buddha. The artists travel to fairs in towns such as Nasik or Pune or supply to smaller stores in Maharashtra,
including government run shops set up to serve tribal communities. The raw material is always paper, pounded to a pulp and mixed in with
glue derived from a particular tree to make a paper mache object, which can then be ‘finished’ to various degrees of perfection of surface:
rough or smooth, painted or lacquered, depending on its purpose, and the time and resources available to make it.

In January 2015, Gill sought out the acclaimed brothers Subhas and Bhagvan Dharma Kadu, sons of the legendary craftsman Dharma Kadu,
with a proposal. She wished to commission them, along with their families and fellow volunteers, a whole community of artists, to create a set
of masks—not of gods or demons as per local tradition and lore, but rather as representing individuals existing in contemporary reality. The
interpretive creations were to come from them, with the suggestion that they embody different ages, depict varied rasas or emotions such as
love, sadness, fear or anger, and those experiences common to all humans, such as sickness, relationships, or aging. In the course of the
dialogue, animals were naturally a part of this universe. Later, ‘precious’ objects entered the frame, as they are understood to have life and
be sentient too. Wearing these masks, a cast of ‘actor’ volunteers (many of them the same as the artists) would later improvise and enact
different ‘real’ scenarios in and around the village, across dreaming and waking states.

Gill imagined using the freedom afforded by the masks as a way to create distance from and reflect upon the self and place; as a possible
means to explore one’s life and circumstances in the lived present rather than the distant past. “If I had the ability to create different visual
identities to tell a story about my world, how would I do it?

We are all heterogeneous beings, constituted of as many different selves as moments in time; we all ‘prepare a face to meet the faces that
you meet’. Others read us in their own subjective ways, perhaps different from how we imagine ourselves to be. The question also arises, to
whom does my face belong—me, or the world that views me?” Although the impressions of these enactments are mediated by the camera
(and Gill), the viewer is denied access to all within the frame: to the likenesses of the particular subjects and their personal expressions
which, concealed by the masks, might arguably be as fully revealed and unselfconscious as they will ever be—yet knowledge of these ‘true’
faces of the creators is withheld from the camera, to be replaced by their art.
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GAURI GILL

Gauri Gill (b. 1970, Chandigarh, India) earned a BFA (Applied Art) from the College of Art, New Delhi, BFA (Photography) from Parsons School of Design in 
NYC, and MFA (Art) from Stanford University in California. She has exhibited within India and internationally, including MoMA PS1, New York; Documenta 
14, Athens and Kassel; Kochi Biennale, Kochi; Freer and Sackler Galleries of Art at the Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC; Philadelphia Museum of 
Art; Wiener Library, London; Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto; Whitechapel Gallery, London and National Gallery of Art, Warsaw. Her work is in the collections 
of prominent North American and Indian institutions, including the Museum of Modern Art, New York; Freer and Sackler Galleries of Art at the Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington DC and Fotomuseum, Winterthur, and in 2011 she was awarded the Grange Prize, Canada’s foremost award for photography.

Gill’s practice is complex because it contains several lines of pursuit. These include an almost two decade long engagement with marginalised communities
in rural Rajasthan called Notes from the Desert—this ongoing archive contains series such as The Mark on the Wall, Traces, Jannat, Balika Mela, Birth 
Series and Ruined Rainbow. She has explored human displacement and the immigrant experience The Americans and What Remains. Projects such as the 
1984 notebooks highlight her sustained belief in collaboration and ‘active listening’, and in using photography as a memory practice. The ongoing work, 
Fields of Sight is an equal collaboration with Rajesh Vangad, a renowned Adivasi artist from Dahanu in coastal Maharashtra, combining the contemporary 
language of photography with the ancient one of Warli drawing to co-create new narratives.

Gauri’s most recent series, Acts of Appearance, has assumed its form while working within a village of traditional Adivasi mask-makers in Jawhar district, 
Western India. Gill commissioned the acclaimed brothers Subhas and Bhagavan Dharam Kadu along with their families and fellow volunteers to create a set 
of masks—not of consecrated gods or demons as per local tradition and lore, but rather as self-portraits and exercises in symbolic representation of 
experiential reality, across dreaming and waking states. 

Working in both black and white and colour, Gill’s work addresses the twinned Indian identity markers of class and community as determinants of mobility 
and social behaviour. In her work, there is empathy, surprise, and a human concern over issues of survival.
!
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'Staging Selves: Power, Performativity and Portraiture', Curated by Maya Kovskaya, Sakshi Gallery, Mumbai  
‘Homespun’, Curated by Girish Shahane, Devi Art Foundation, New Delhi
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