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Through viewer participation, interactive 
installations and a polyglot perspective, one of 

India’s leading contemporary artists is seamlessly 
blurring the boundaries between art in and out 
of the gallery space, observes Radhika Iyengar

SHILPA GUPTA

BBe it the Tate Modern in London, the Centre 
Pompidou in Paris or the promenade on Carter 
Road in Mumbai, Shilpa Gupta’s work is con-
sistently talked about. Favoured among an es-

tablished coterie of art connoisseurs and 
collectors, her artworks have been cov-

eted at the best galleries, art fairs 
and biennales. However,  she also 
makes an effort to make her work 
publicly accessible in an attempt to 
engage with viewers who belong to 

different geographies and sociocul-
tural backgrounds. 

Take for instance her light installa-
tion, I Live Under Your Sky Too (2013), which 
was pitched at the Carter Road promenade. At 
dusk, the illuminated sentences in English, 
Hindi and Urdu, stitched together the different 
subcontinental languages. “All its elements 
were part of the experience,” says Gupta, “be it 
the sea in the background, which is a symbol of 
migration, the fishing boats, a plethora of street 
sounds, and the pace of people walking there.”

Gupta’s oeuvre is marked by inclusivity. Her 
work draws focus on marginalised individuals 
or communities. Her sound installation For, In 
Your Tongue, I Cannot Fit (2017-2018), exhib-
ited at this year’s Venice Biennale, featured 
spoken word by 100 poets who had been 
imprisoned, executed, or both. “It created a pal-
pably ghostly presence,” and left visitors “visi-
bly transformed by the experience,” according 
to the biennale’s curator Ralph Rugoff.

As an artist, Gupta encourages viewer par-
ticipation. Through There Is No Explosive In 
This - Street Series (2007), she invited volun-
teers in London to roam the streets carrying 
white bags emblazoned with the titular text. 
The series, conceived to interrogate and disrupt 
preconceived racial and communal anxieties, 
was later produced as digital photographs. 
“Shilpa sets out to engage, not alienate,” ob-
serves Nada Raza, the curator at Ishara Art 
Foundation, Dubai, who worked with her for 
the foundation’s inaugural exhibition, Altered 
Inheritances: Home Is A Foreign Place (2019). 
“Our present world is confusing and deliber-
ately designed to obfuscate. Shilpa encourages a 
healthy questioning of the status quo by allow-
ing us to experience what it feels like to be stuck 
behind a fence.” 

2020 will see Gupta furthering her message 
to break through the boundaries between insti-
tutions and public art via her upcoming exhib-
its, Homelands at Kettle’s Yard in Cambridge 
and Where We Now Stand—In Order To Map 
The Future at the 21st Century Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Kanazawa, in Japan.> 

(Clockwise from top) A Library Of  
35 Books Written Anonymously Or 
Under Pseudonyms (2011-12); We 
Change Each Other (2017); For, In 
Your Tongue, I Cannot Fit (2017-18) 


