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and  film screenings, among other ways. 
Case in point: there’s a constant conver-
sation during Pride Month, when it 
hosts celebratory gatherings. Illustrators 
Nandini Moitra and Upasana Agarwal 
have set up the Amra Odbhuth Queer 
Café in southern Kolkata, designed as a 
refuge for people to escape normative 
spaces. It holds a diverse selection of 
events and is primarily crowdfunded. 

Dragery, initiated by Fadescha, is a recurring 
gathering in Delhi that addresses phobias and 
misconceptions around gender, identity, and  
desire through the form of drag. It has organ-
ised meetings around non-binary drag, SRS 
and transition, as well as a queer public walk at 
Delhi’s bustling Connaught Place. PowerCut, a 
monthly art show hosted by Avril Stormy  
Unger and Renuka Rajiv at Unger’s apartment 
in Bengaluru, is envisioned as a free space for 
artists to explore outside of conventional  
restrictions. Unger says, “Having our own 
space meant that a lot of artists were able to do 
experimental work, without fear of public  
reactions and censorship.” 

LOUD AND CLEAR
The spectre of censorship has been dominant in 
the history of Indian queer art. Sunil Gupta, 
whose works have been shown all over the 
world, had his show of photographs shut down 
at the Alliance Française de Delhi in 2012. Art-
ist Jahangir Jani has been reprimanded by gal-
lerists and fellow artists for speaking openly 
about his sexuality: “I’ve constantly been  
asked why I need to proclaim myself as being 
gay or queer, but I’ve always done what I felt 
like, regardless of the consequences.” 

The country’s first openly gay artist, 
Bhupen Khakhar, speaking about his 
sexuality to Dibeyendu Ganguly in 
1992, said, “I guess [other journalists] 
are embarrassed to ask me about it. 
When I bring it up, they change the 
subject.” Educator and critic Shivaji 
Panikkar explains: “Historical and 
art historical studies have always 
dealt with ancient and contemporary 
documents which show us that cross-

dressing and same-sex representations in texts 
and visuals are aplenty… [but] when it came to 
the practice and presentation of related project 
works, there was a need for a sanitised and 
muted version of the issue.” Envisioning paths 
ahead, Mandeep Raikhy, director of the choreo-
graphic performance Queen-size, says, “I want 
us to find ways to connect queerness with caste 
justice, with climate, with animal rights.” Tejal 
Shah’s video work, Between The Waves, com-
missioned for Documenta 13, has been a  piv-
otal point in this manner of thinking. 

It was affirming to see powerful representa-
tion at Anita Dube’s edition of Kochi-Muziris 
Biennale (KMB) 2018: the streets of the city 
were plastered with South African artist Zanele 
Muholi’s stunning photographs of queer  
women and transmen, and Aryakrishnan’s 
Sweet Maria Monument, a tribute to the mur-
dered trans activist Maria, created a space of 
gathering and conversation within the bustling 
halls of Aspinwall House. As important as it is 
to see international spaces like KMB taking 
these steps, we need all institutions, including 
museums, alternate spaces and media houses 
to support queer people not only through repre-
sentation but employment too. As the poet-ac-
tivist Vqueeram Aditya Sahai reminds us: “We 
need reservation, not representation.” n

(Clockwise from left) 
Dragery’s Queer in Public 
Walk, After Party Collective 
at Queer Futures Potluck 
Party, Untitled artwork by 
Paro at Powercut (2019)
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