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Leeza Ahmady:
When you start a work, what comes first:
the material, the technique, space, or the idea?

Nadira Husain:
It’s hard to pinpoint a single starting point for my
work. Even though I've developed some systems,
there are various ways | enter the work. For
example, in 2017 many horse hybrids appeared in
my paintings. One day I'd stumbled upon an
Internet video from Finland of a competition with
mostly young girls riding hobbyhorses (a wooden
toy with a horse head). | can’t really explain why,
but | felt a lot of sympathy for the whole thing. This
video became the starting point for many thoughts
and new forms that developed into a body of
work and an exhibition called Rider, Path, and
Vehicle (2017).

| started drawings with telling stories. As a
child, | enjoyed drawing while being in a group.
| would use conversations or the sound of TV, for
example, to dive into my inner world and draw
while remaining connected to the outside world.
| remember missing interesting characters that
| could relate to in movies. Films were too focused
on men and this didn’t satisfy my aesthetic and
narrative expectations. | started to draw the
characters | thought were missing and involved
them in scenarios | invented. This gave birth to
drawings depicting female characters who were
often hybrids. Half human, half something else
—animal, robot, plant — | drew them to fill in for the
lack of role models in mainstream narratives.

If | focus on my methods or processes of work,
drawing will always come before painting. | trans-
late ideas, concerns, and, sometimes, images that

have crystallized a thought, into forms or motives. p.151-155

I've accumulated a lot of black-line sketches of
those forms, which constitute a database of ima-
gery | use for my paintings. | see the sketches as
guidelines, as metaphors for ideas | want to deal
with, ideograms that | transform into paintings.

LA:

The fact that your artistic trajectory began in your
childhood, because of your desire for storytelling,
is clearly paramount to your process. Indeed,
engaging with one of your paintings is like reading
an epic poem and deciphering a rich visual voca-
bulary that comes together in an entirely non-linear
fashion. | can see how drawing within the context
of reading comics, playing games, and watching
television raised your awareness of societal
disparities in storytelling, and initiated a deep sense
of self-hood at such a young age. It has helped
you develop a special ability to maintain a connec-
tion to your inner world in the midst of activities
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and interactions with others. According to Sufi
philosophy, this skill is the secret to living a
conscious and fulfilled life. Drawing is your way of
seeing reality or mapping the realms of your ima-
gination. You grew into being an artist as a way to
play with reality, to create a more expansive view
of the world, its people, narratives, and history.
Following the trajectory of your work, | have
the feeling I'm watching a rebellious, playful child
gradually emerge from one picture to claim more
space. At first, she waits quietly within a canvas.
Then, unsatisfied, she crawls out onto the white
wall. Eager for more interaction and to blur
disciplinary boundaries, she tentatively responds
to her own rhythm, to ultimately and entirely occupy
a space. You seem to be constantly challenging
a ‘safe’ distance between the viewer and your
work. Does this tendency to break through spatial
limitations reflect your ideas about home and
cultural specificity? How do you, as someone who
inhabits multiple cities, call one place or another
home?

NH:

It’s an interesting point that I've never thought about.
| guess that multicultural individuals can develop
something like a nomadic mind. The idea of some-
thing as ‘single’ is strange to me since I’'m used to
reading things from a polyphony of perspectives.
It could be that the overflows of the canvases, and
the way | occupy space with my work, relate to
that experience.

Since 2014, I've been occupied with questions
related to space and the experience of viewers,
and | can think of a couple of examples of how my
work takes place outside the frame of the canvas.
My exhibition Beugen Strecken (2014) was articu-
lated around three large painted wooden frames
and functioned as an exploded painting in the space.
With Mon jardin est un tapis (2014), | experimented
with coloured talc used in India to create Rangoli

p.129

Top left: Cut out from a Mughal miniature

Top right: Folio from the Hamzanama (Vol. 11) commissioned by
Akbar, ‘Mahiya and Zambur render Ghazanfar unconscious and
throw him from the fortress into the sea’, 1557-1577

Bottom left: Stones in Nadira Husain’s studio, 2014

Bottom right: Nadira Husain, Sketch of a composite elephant, 2018

Top left: Nadira Husain, Hobbyhorse Competition, 2020,

collage on a screen shot

Top right: Nadira Husain, Rangoli in the streets in India, 2020,
collage on a screen shot

Nadira Husain, Sketch of a composite camel and a tiger rider, 2018
Bottom left: Nadira Husain, Project House, 2017, sketch

Bottom right: Mughal school, ‘Shiv Das and Miskina, Timur’s birth’,
from the Akbarnama manuscript, 15690-1595
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(an Indian art form in which traditional patterns
are painted on the ground with coloured rice,
flower petals, or coloured talc), and created an
ephemeral and malleable painting on the floor.

Recently, | created a motif called Bétarde,
which appears in several artworks. It’s the French
word for ‘bastard’ in its feminine form. | use the
female to disassociate from the bond of filiation
from the figure of the patriarch. Batarde is an em-
powering mantra that addresses a space — maybe
only a mental space — where hybridity is sovereign.

It’s also related to ‘Bata’, a shoe brand from
the Czech Republic that’s sold everywhere in Indian
cities. | use Bata because it refers to the phenom-
enon of globalisation and middle-class growth.
These words and ideas come together because
the utopian, projected space of Batarde is unfortu-
nately still bound to the reality of a ‘Bata’ space.

Multicultural identity can be blurry. It implies
concrete issues that deal with the experience of
migration. In my case, my family’s history involves
migration, which has led to radical changes for
those who've directly lived it. This experience is
part of my heritage and has definitely had a deep
impact on my life and therefore on my art.

There isn’t a lot of art history written about the
cultures of migration from the perspective of
migrants and their children. I’'m not so interested
in cultural specifics but rather in what a culture of
migration could be about. I'd like to share a
sentence with you from a novel by Alice Zeniter,

a French novelist with an Algerian background:
‘What hasn’t been passed on, is lost. You come
from here, but it’s not your home.” (Alice Zeniter,
The Art of Losing, 2017)

| sometimes feel like that when | think about
home, which is surrounded by paradoxes and
ambivalence. I’'ve been working on a series of
digital collages based on photos | took in my family
house in India. | showed them to you once, and
you remarked on the fact that | used photography,
a medium | rarely work with. And you observed
that | covered the photos with various patterns
and imagery, as if reality could only be seen through
a screen.

This filter creates a distance from the ‘reality’
of the photo, but it also melts into it. This series
has a special status within my body of work, it has
an almost cathartic effect for me.

| think I’'m trying to appropriate the idea of
home, which is also the home of my Indian family.
They went through India’s independence, refused
to go to Pakistan, and lived through the transition
of a feudal regime into a neo-liberal nation in
about 70 years. The house remains an island of
nostalgia in a forest of shopping malls.
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LA:
| appreciate and can relate to your notion of a
‘culture of migration’ and the idea that we can
develop a ‘nomadic mind’ by virtue of the duality
or multiplicity of our backgrounds. My own
immigration path to the United States, and my
roots in the land of the Kochis (nomadic tribes that
roamed throughout Afghanistan until recently),
have perhaps endowed me with both a nomadic
mind and a wandering heart. This somehow re-
minds me of the title of a recent exhibition of
Francis Picabia’s work at MoMA: Our Heads Are
Round so Our Thoughts Can Change Direction.
| imagine, therefore, that there are many cultures
of migration, each composed of the kind of
experiential specificities that either fracture or
nurture resilient thinking. Perhaps having a nomadic
mind means that we can process our own ex-
periences in relation to the experiences of others.
Artistic practice is one of the most profound
methods for this kind of processing. Let’s take,
for instance, the objects, the environment, and the
collective history within your family’s house in India.
In observing, collecting, and rearranging these
elements you’ve created a way to process their
significance in juxtaposition to your own socio-
aesthetic preoccupations. Your insights into the
notion of Bata and Béatarde coincide so well in
your photographic series. In these photographs,
possession as a form of identity, and memorabilia
as a means of cultural expression, are no longer in
the foreground. The series seems whole because
you’re no longer memorialising these concepts;
instead you’re allowing them to coincide harmoni-
ously with fragments of larger existential frame-
works. Without the resonance of specificity, our
perception of the whole is skewed. And yet itis
your wider lens of imagination that made it possible
for you to convey a kind of universality in this series.
Today, not having a fixed home is part of that
ever-expanding ‘culture of migration’ that you've
described. When considering your artistic prac-
tice, we have to reassess Zeniter’s statement that
‘what hasn’t been passed on, is lost’. It seems that
what is lost can be regained through a re-orienta-
tion of our imagination. The loss or absence of
a fixed identity or cultural inheritance can have a

Top left: Medusa head pillar, Basilica Cistern, Istanbul,

artist’s photo

Top right: Caryatids of the Erechtheion, Acropolis, Athens,
421-406 BCE, image found on the Internet by Nadira Husain, n.d.
Bottom left: Caryatids on the fagade of a building in Paris,
artist’s photo

Bottom right: Nadira Husain, Femme fondation sticker, 2015
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positive side effect: it could lead one to a more
fluid or self-determined destiny. Indeed, in your
work, the concept of home, which can be synony-
mous with one’s position of centrality, is stretched
far beyond the singular comfort of the hierarchical
perspective. Your paintings and installations
contain a sense of belonging through an abundance
of representational and non-representational
contexts, through a multitude of dualities, modes
of being, and even contradictory ways of occupy-
ing space and historical timelines.

Many ancient and modern philosophers have
considered ‘the imagination’ to be a space for
unsurpassed creativity that is equally responsible
for the great successes and bitter failures in a per-
son’s life. Art historian W. J. T. Mitchell has talked
about a ‘double consciousness’ of images in the
contemporary world, a belief that images have
specific powers to motivate people in different
possible ways. But others are sceptical and doubt
this, claiming that only human intelligence has
agency over the creation and meaning of images.
Everything else is only the projection of human
ideals or fears onto images. The notion of images
here can be extended to animals, plants, ecosys-
tems, or any inert object. These debates remind
me of the anthropomorphic elements in your work
and your interest in their empowering capacity.
| wonder how you view this notion of a ‘double
consciousness’. To what extent do you believe in
the empowering capacity of the figures in your work,
or of your work itself?

NH:
I’m not familiar with the ‘double consciousness’
concept of Mitchell’s. But | think | understand the
paradox he describes and that you're referring
to. In my opinion, images can influence people and
collective consciousness, as much in a positive
way as in a negative way. The female body has
been, and continues to be, systematically repre-
sented for the fantasy of men and from the male
perspective, and | believe this has disastrous
results for our collective consciousness. This
is why | call for alternative and empowering new
proposals.

There’s a recurrent motif in my work that | refer
to as Femme fondation. It’s an idea embodied in a
metamorphic creature, a kind of avatar, a ‘fursona’*
inspired by the furry subculture and by furry
comics and manga, where the hybrid characters
have both human and animal characteristics.

Femme fondation often appears in my paintings
as a character or as a structural form, a kind of
catalyst symbol, which is a way of proposing an
alternative to the structural paradigm of Western,
white, male domination. Sometimes | use her as
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a concrete element of composition, placing her at
the bottom of a painting and the whole composi-
tion emerges from her, as if she were a caryatid.

| refer to architecture and the action of supporting
structures because male domination is very deeply
rooted in our female bodies and our psychology,
and we have to address our very foundations to
undo this pattern.

In the furry world, sometimes people like to
perform and embody a ‘fursona’ (a character, like
a totem), and sometimes they wear costumes,
which is called ‘fursuiting’, and find settings where
they can perform their fursonas. Others are
artists, who design the characters in comics,
cartoons, costumes, etc. | see myself on the side
of the artist, and I've created the fursona Femme
fondation.

| don’t think, however, that Femme fondation
has a concrete influence on the viewer as if she
were a sacred or a magical object — she remains
an artefact and a fantasy. But | do believe that
artworks can empower viewers. | regularly go to
exhibitions and can receive a lot of energy from
the art | see. Works of art come with a context —
who made them, how were they made, how are
they shown, etc. — and those layers subtly fuse
within an artwork and connect to the viewer’s con-
structed perception of self.

LA:

This makes me think of one of my favourite phrases,
‘as above, so below’, which defines a principle
known as the so-called Law of Correspondence.
It essentially says that our current reality is a
mirror of what is going on inside each of us. Thus,
your Femme fondation motifs, even if they have
been conceived as fantasies or artefacts, offer us
experimental landscapes to influence a re-thinking
of what women could be and what their roles are
in society and, perhaps even more importantly, in
relation to nature at large.

Your work considers feminism and a broad
range of vernacular subjects, philosophical inquiry,
and historical and popular cultural phenomena.
How does such an accumulation of ideas and
imagery influence your work? Or is it the other way
around: does your work push you to read further?

* fursona: fur + persona, a character with both animal and human
characteristics, like an alter ego, a totem in the furry culture

Top left: The Female Man, Joanna Russ, first published 1975

Top right: Elephanta, Amar Chitra Katha comic, first published 1977
Bottom left: La Batarde, Violette Leduc, first published 1964
Bottom right: Love Pistols, Tarako Kotobuki, a Yaoi furry manga
series, first published 2004
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What is the relationship between the creator and
her creation when there are so many references
in our hyper-stimulated world? These questions
prompt me to ask you for a reading list! It could
be a list of essays, books, poems, or a collection
of movies — or any kind of directory you wish.

NH:

One day my library collapsed under the weight

of my books. The chaotic piles on the floor would
probably give the impression that | read a great
variety of things, but actually my readings are pretty
selected and focused. While tidying up the mess,
| rediscovered some books that were significant
at certain periods in my life and work. A bunch

of Amar Chitra Katha comics had fallen from the
highest shelves. This series of comics, begun

in 1967, tells Indian stories from history, as well
as from the great epics, mythology, literature, and
oral folk tales. They’re translated into about 20
Indian languages, including English. Growing up
in France, | used these to educate myself about
Indian history.

In the mess, | also found copies of Love Pistols
by Tarako Kotobuki, a Yaoi furry manga series.
Yaoi manga features sexual romance between
men, mainly created by women for a female audi-
ence. I've been consuming these comics since my
teenage years because | could identify very well
with hybrids.

Under the shelves of comics, there were some
science fiction novels — The Female Man by
Joanna Russ and books by Ursula K. Le Guin and
Octavia E. Butler, for example. Below science
fiction, a couple of shelves filled with female and
feminist literature were also damaged. | consider
this section of my library to be my greatest ally,
the books that inspire and empower me, and give
me a historical background: intersectional, grass
roots ecofeminism, Islamic feminism, Sufi queer
essays, early European middle age feminist
novels... In addition to these books, I'd add some
novels, critical and political essays, Indian epics,
Sufi literature, art catalogues, and a bunch of
botanical books to round out my list.

Although my work is visually dense, my refe-
rences are precise and intentional. The diversity
of influences is linked to the unexpected associa-
tions | sometimes make in my paintings. For
example, in the series of curtains, Cosmic Trip,
(2018), | painted Al-Buraq (an Islamic mythological
horse with a female head) filled in with Smurfs
(tiny blue creatures from Belgian comics). | avoid
hierarchical categories and believe in the coexist-
ence of forms and beings — even if they seem
adversarial.

I've noticed that my way of thinking and painting

has something digressive about it, or it takes the
shape of a spiral, including repetitions of certain
motives. | tell a story and within that story another
story starts. I'm interested in phrases that use the
conjunctions ‘and...and’ rather than ‘either...or".

I thought | could connect this tendency to certain
forms of literature or argumentative systems
found in India, Persia, and the Arabic world. But

| can also connect this narrative approach to the
way we read and grab information online, how we’'ve
adapted the logic of the Internet and its hyper-links.

LA:
I’m truly impressed by the stream of influential
ideas and the diversity of creative output that’s in-
fluenced your life and work, all that you’ve managed
to expose yourself to. | also love the metaphor
of your practice as circular, so that one image,
much like one story, will prompt another and then
another. | was recently at a Sufi mosque and was
struck by how the Imam did not engage in over-
arching religious advice or statements. Instead,
he simply told stories. The discussion after each
story led him to another story and so on. The way
you’ve compared this form of communication,
learning, and interaction to how we engage with
and select information online is insightful. It’s
remarkable that we can adapt this kind of age-old
folkloric technique for self-expression as a logic
for navigating the Internet in a self-reflective way.
Tradition is surprisingly steeped in all types
of positionalities, such as nationality, ethnicity,
scripture, fashion, and much more. In your work,
however, ethnological features and contemporary
cultural accoutrements (particularly from your
French and Indian backgrounds) are mediated
through unrecognisable localities, which are
neither Eastern nor Western. Your works perform
as brilliant receptacles of a folklore that is excep-
tionally worldly — and yet they are immersed in the
repertoire of your own personal and imagined
autobiography. How would you respond, then, to
those who might unfairly categorize your work as
new ‘Orientalism’ under the euphemism of globa-
lisation?

NH:

I grew up in Paris in a home furnished with an Indian
interior. There were several Indian miniatures and
paintings on the walls, some of them of the Hindu
god Krishna, who is often depicted in blue. As

a child I read a lot of comics, including the Smurfs,

Opposite: Rabindranath Tagore, Amar Chitra Katha comic,

first published 1977

ABINDRANATH TAGORE, THE YOUNGEST BUT QNE CHILD OF MAKARSHI DEBENDRANATH TAGORE, ||
was BON OV MAY 7, 1861,AT JORASANKO MANSION IN CALCUTTA. f

" anoeTty AFTER RABINDRANATH’S BIRTH, HIG FATHER

TRAVELLED A GREAT DEAL AND WAS RARELY AT HOME.

1
HIS MOTHER, SARADA DEVI, WHO HAD TO

MANAGE THE HUGE JOINT FAMILY,NATURALLY
FOUND IT HARD TO TAKE PERSONAL CARE OF

ok

-~

FIITL TR

&

R L

LRI RRAIS,

ISWAR , TAKE RABI
AND KEEP HIM




and | thought that Krishna and the Smurfs be-
longed to each other because of the blue colour
they share. | made this connection because | had
a culturally pre-conditioned mind. Although my
mind is now totally conditioned by many social-
economic and cultural patterns, | value and draw
from that earlier space. | keep on challenging and
re-interpreting conventions.

Those Krishna paintings hanging at home
represent scenes from the life of a Hindu god,
but they’re Mughal miniature paintings. The genre
emerged from Persian miniature painting and
developed in the Indian subcontinent in the court
of the Mughal emperors, who were Muslims.

I look at a lot of Mughal miniatures and I’'m always
very interested in their syncretic and hybrid
aspects. | recognize different cultural inputs from
Persia, from Chinese pictorial traditions, and from
various subcontinental Indian cultures. Paintings
from the 16th century, during the reign of Akbar
(Mughal emperor of India from 1556 to 1605), are
very interesting to me. Akbar created a syncretic
cult, the Din-i-llahi, because he was keen to gene-
rate a platform where he could discuss religious
and spiritual matters with representatives of Islam,
Hinduism, Jainism, Mazdeism, Judaism, and
Christianity. He regularly invited Jesuits to his
court, who brought him engravings from Europe
as presents, which meant his court painters be-
came acquainted with imagery from Europe and
the European Renaissance.

During that period, several Mughal painters
started to look at Europe. Christian narratives, like
the nativity or the descent from the cross, and
European characters began to be depicted using
new painting styles. Mughal painters played a lot
with the new material and, in their own way, added
it to their already rich multicultural iconography.

Of course, Mughal painting was a court art
and the Mughal empire used art and culture to
spread itself all over India. Still, in the miniatures
of that time, | see a flourishing conversation
between several intertwined cultures. The gaze
from the ‘West’ toward the rest of the world is still
considered the normative gaze. But in those
Mughal paintings, it’s a South Asian gaze looking
at the ‘West'. Orientalism usually implies the point
of view is that of the ‘Western world’ towards
north Africa and Asia, and touches on post-colo-
nialism. It’s worth shifting that gaze sometimes
and looking from the other side. I’'m not an expert,
but since the field of critical whiteness studies has
developed, the implicit ‘normative’ status of the
white Western world has been questioned, and
has therefore also become a subject of study. And
so it’s important to understand the whole con-
struction of the powers and abuses of the white

Western world in order to fight against systematic
racism in our societies.

But to come back to your question about the
possible categorisation of my work as ‘Orientalist’,
well, what can | say... I’'m making art from the
perspective of a Batarde. | fully embrace my cul-
tural hybrid status, which is full of ambivalence,
mimicry, and sometimes nostalgia.

LA:

Your response brings to mind what | call ‘East-
West superiority-inferiority complex chatter’. Due
to the lack of a more global perspective, art histo-
rical scholarship has typically told stories about
collectives of artists based in power-centered
locations, like Paris or New York, artists who cre-
ate work in a single style, or as part of a cohesive
artistic movement. What about individual artists
making work in different parts of the world, working
in isolation across a variety of media and time
periods? How do these artists get recognized,
how do they become part of ‘art history’? One of
my objectives for curating FIELD MEETING,
which you contributed to in Dubai, is to shift away
from this idea of opposing poles. Aside from a
few recent art historical accounts, such as Terry
Smith’s Contemporary Art: World Currents (2011),
academia has perpetuated the dominance of the
Western gaze, endowing it with a romanticized
aura. This perspective still hasn’'t been satisfyingly
confronted with solid presentations of other types
of gazes — although these other perspectives
obviously exist. They haven’t been written about
or they haven’t been disseminated to a large
enough extent to effectively counter the dominant
Western perspective.

According to the Pakistani-born, UK-based
artist and philosopher Rasheed Araeen, the
Hellenic culture, which the West proudly claims to
have inherited, could never have emerged without
the creative exchanges that were constant
between Asia, Africa, and Europe, the three major
continents of the ancient world. | find the sheer
range of genres you conjure in your work — refer-
ences going back hundreds of years through the
history of painting in Asia and Europe — to be truly
impressive. But, importantly, they’re also detri-
mental to the lingering idea of modernity as domi-
nated by the West. We must remember that the
past centuries of European institutional vibrancy

Left: Mughal school, Nini, The Martyrdom of St. Cecilia,
17th century

Right: Hieronymus Wierix, Death of St. Cecilia, engraving,
1599-1605
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have roots in the robust traditions of private patro-
nage and collection-building that flourished
during the Islamic Golden Age, the Mughal and
Ottoman empires, and beyond.

Indeed Akbar, the Mughal ruler you mentioned,
should be recognized as an early, great integrator
of high art and social causes. His approach was
multidisciplinary, and he was a patron to philoso-
phers, musicians, poets, astronomers, scientists,
and architects. Your projects are also multidisci-
plinary and socially conscious in nature, and, in
a sense, re-stage the performativity of a classical
approach to art and image-making. Yet your
willingness to de-construct both the methods and
hierarchies of the past imparts a refreshing theatri-
cality to your paintings, installations, and objects.

Perhaps artists would be more genuine writers
of art history than art historians. | think it is naive

24

for anyone to interpret your work in terms of a stale
‘Orientalist’ critique. In fact, when | first encoun-
tered your works at the The Armory Show in New
York, it was your powerful and novel embodiment
of ‘subculture’ that struck me. In your work,

| found an unprecedented alternative exploration
and reorientation of visual culture from across the
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. That
your inquiries happen within a Franco-Indo-Persian
repertoire of image-making mechanisms reveals
the depth of the wisdom you have given yourself
permission to adopt. All artists must choose
formal denominations for their ideas — no one
operates completely in a void. Yet when an artist
can so effectively evoke their historical and
cultural terrain for a wider open analysis, | would
say they’re successful.

ILLVSTRISSIMO SFONDRATA, CAR
ADMIRATORI. CVLTORI.
| DVAM HANC VIRGINEM, D.MARTYREM CACILIAM

HIERONYMVS WieRx L.M.D.D.
2o Whime o ¢t evend Com -

ABOvE: pLate 71 The Martyrdom
of St Cecilia.

Engraving by Jerome Wierix
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Confluence Sangam T4, Nadira Husain with Amina Ahmed and Varunika Saraf,

WERK.STOFF Preis fur Malerei exhibition, Heidelberger Kunstverein, Heidelberg, 2020
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Que des paradoxes a offrir Sonia Recasens




Femme fondation

Comme une puissante allégorie du mouvement
#MeToo, une imposante figure féminine dégaine
un puissant crochet au visage d’'un homme mis
K.O, dans une installation picturale intitulée Only
Paradoxes to Offer (2018). Dans une autre toile,
une figure féminine a la peau rouge et en proie a
des métamorphoses corporelles, semble méditer,
une cigarette aux levres, sur un livre ou on peut
lire : »Only Paradoxes to Offer«. Leitmotiv de
I’ceuvre de Nadira Husain, cette phrase est un clin
d’'ceil a la pionniére du féminisme frangais,
Olympe de Gouges. L'auteure de la Déclaration
des droits de la femme et de la citoyenne (1791),
se définissait comme :

»une femme qui n’a que des paradoxes a offrir
et non des problémes faciles a résoudre.«

Olympe de Gouges écrit ces mots alors que
les citoyennes francaises sont exclues du contrat
social scellé par I'universalisme républicain,
censé transcender toutes les différences, hormis
la différence sexuelle qu’il place a son fondement.
La dénonciation de ce paradoxe donne naissance
au féminisme. Depuis, toute aspiration a se fondre
dans I'universalisme ne peut se faire qu’en se
séparant de l'universel et en déclarant sa diffé-
rence pour étre en position de le revendiquer.

Cet indissoluble dilemme semble plonger notre
hybride créature a la peau rouge dans un état
d’intense perplexité. En miroir, sur une autre toile,
une consceur a la peau bleue est, elle, concentrée
a se vernir les ongles de ses multiples pieds et
mains. Fonctionnant comme un diptyque, ces
toiles peuvent se lire comme une interprétation
contemporaine d’Olympe de Gouges jonglant avec
ses paradoxes : lutter pour I'égalité, tout en cultivant
sa féminité. Lartiste nous interroge : comment
étre féministe aujourd’hui ? A cette question
I’essayiste américaine Roxanne Gay répond :

I embrace the label of bad feminist because
lam human. I am messy. I’'m not trying to be an
example. | am not trying to be perfect... | am just
trying [...] to make some noise with my writing
while also being myself: a woman who loves pink
and likes to get freaky and sometimes dances her
ass off to music she knows, she knows is terrible
for women..."

Ces mots résonnent particulierement avec les
ceuvres de Nadira Husain. Intitulées Performative
Body — Embodied Performances, Blue / Red
(2018), ces peintures affirment une performativité
des corps en rupture avec les normes de subjecti-
vation dans la lignée des écrits de la philosophe
Judith Butler. Comme solution aux multiples voies
du féminisme (essentialiste, queer, intersectionnel,
décolonial...), l'artiste propose des corps souples,

p.64

p.80

p.70

p.78,79

élastiques, déployant une multitude de bras et

de jambes préts a lutter contre les épreuves du
patriarcat, du racisme, de I'impérialisme et du
capitalisme. Une lutte que semble déja livrer
Turbo Queen (2017), interprétation contemporaine
de la déesse hindoue chevauchant un tigre.
Durga, dont les multiples bras jonglent avec un
sabre, un verre de vin, un téléphone, des altéres
en forme d’yeux, une balle de tennis et des
étendards. Inspirées de références multiples
(panthéon hindou, Furry, comics...), ces drbles
des dames sont des motifs de Fermme fondation,
récurrents du vocabulaire plastique de Nadira
Husain. Figures d’empowerment, elles agissent
comme des super-héroines puissantes, protec-
trices, tour a tour sujet d’une ceuvre ou éléments
structurels de la composition. Fusion de corps
mythologiques, fictionnels, fantastiques, mutants,
ces figures de Femme fondation sont des alterna-
tives aux canons de représentation ethno et
phallocentrés diffusés dans les médias comme
dans l'histoire de I'art. A travers son ceuvre, Nadira
Husain répond a l'invitation d’Héléne Cixous, qui
dans son manifeste Le Rire de la Méduse (1975),
encourage les femmes a écrire leurs propres
récits pour que leur corps soit entendu?. Pour la
théoricienne frangaise, en parlant de leurs désirs,
de leurs expériences et de leurs plaisirs a travers
une écriture proprement féminine, les femmes
passeront du statut d’objet passif a celui de sujet
actif. Ce méme désir anime les créations de
I'artiste qui, en quéte d’'un langage propre, déploie
dans ses ceuvres, ses désirs, ses fantasmes, ses
souvenirs d’enfance, mais aussi ses doutes, ses
questionnements sur la féminité, le rapport au
corps, ou la maternité comme dans Milky Way
(2017). Par ces hybridations, I'artiste cherche a
dégager le corps féminin de la construction
patriarcale de la femme en tant que représenta-
tion, objet passif du regard et du désir masculin.

p.145

En haut a droite : Nadira Husain, Turbo Queen Entering the
Wheel, 2018, gouache sur papier, 27 x 42 cm

Au milieu a gauche : Nadira Husain, Performative Body —
Embodied Performance, 2017, esquisse

Au milieu a droite : Nadira Husain, Béatarde stickers, 2019
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En bas a gauche : Nadira Husain, Al-borak Composite, 2018,

gouache sur papier, 28 x 38 cm

En bas a droite : Nadira Husain, Femme fondation horse riding

in Gaza, 2016, collage
Nadira Husain, Esquisse d’un schtroumpf endormi, 2017
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Batarde

Imprégnées des écrits de Donna Haraway, auteure
du Manifeste Cyborg (1991), les créatures de
Nadira Husain brouillent les frontieres entre
humain / non humain ; réalité / fiction, déconstrui-
sant les binarismes pour revendiquer I’hybridité
des étres. »Bétarde ! est mon mantra 3« affirme
I'artiste, qui se réapproprie ainsi un terme péjoratif
désignant l'illégitimité ou I'impureté du croisement
des races. Par cette réappropriation, elle procéde
a une inversion du stigmate, auquel elle donne
une connotation positive et militante. Pour l'artiste,
Batarde offre un espace pour des récits non
normatifs a travers une ceuvre hybride autant dans
la forme que dans le fond, oscillant entre réalité
et fiction, mariant des motifs et des techniques de
maniére singuliere et inédite. Son imaginaire
rassemble diverses expériences liées a la migration
entre la France, I'Inde et ’'Allemagne, créant
plusieurs grilles de lecture, ou différentes traditions,
cultures et histoires se rencontrent et se marient.
Par exemple dans Krishna, le roi des Schtroumpfs
(2018), l'artiste s’appuie sur un souvenir d’enfance
ou par association de couleur, elle pensait que la
divinité hindoue Krishna et les personnages bleus
de la bande dessinée belge partageaient le
méme univers. Culture populaire, histoire de I'art,
hindouisme, littérature féministe et soufisme
nourrissent une ceuvre surprenante, Batarde.
Dans la série Cosmic Trip (2018) les Schtroumpfs
sont cette fois associés a Al Bouraq, créature
magique de la mythologie islamique : cheval ailé
au visage féminin, transportant les Prophétes au
Paradis. Dans Le Temps suspendu (2018),
Al Bouragq veille sur les Schtroumpfs endormis
dans un décor de style moghol. Lartiste est tres
inspirée par le syncrétisme de I'art moghol du
16° siécle, traversé d’influences Perses, Indiennes
et Européennes, qui offre un contrepoint aux
conventions de I'histoire de I'art, dont le cadre
Hégélien*privilégie le sujet occidental blanc
masculin. Nadira Husain affirme ainsi la volonté
de déhiérarchiser les références culturelles afin
»de raconter d’autres histoires qui se démar-
quent des récits officiels, évenementiels ou idéo-
logiques, produits par les institutions de pouvoir.5«
Mélange saisissant de peinture, de dessin,
de collage et de tissage, son ceuvre nourrie de
questions postcoloniales et identitaires, ouvre des
possibilités esthétiques et une invention formelle
incroyable. En se déclarant Batarde, Nadira Husain
inscrit son ceuvre dans I'espace du Third Place,
que le théoricien postcolonial Homi K. Bhabha
définit comme un espace vide ou se rencontrent
local et global, centre et périphérie, privé et public,
intérieur et extérieur®.

p.71

p.174

p.72

Expanded Painting

De I'ordre du collage, son ceuvre invite a un voyage
optique entre les couches de peinture, les super-
positions de motifs, la trame du tissu, dans un
va-et-vient ouvrant un espace interstitiel. Comme
I’explique I'historienne de I'art Elisabeth Ewig

Le collage revendique son existence simultanée
dans deux mondes, celui de I'art et celui de la
réalité et passe »de l'autre cété du miroirs,

»de I'espace pictural vers le monde séculier, vers
I'espace du spectateur«. Il ne définit plus le plan
pictural, il le fait saillir, le propulse vers I'avant, et
la ou le tableau moderniste définissait le mur de
la galerie, le collage lui, déterminait I'espace tout
entier?.

Cultivant la simultanéité du collage, I'ceuvre
de Nadira Husain prend possession de I'espace
d’exposition pour envelopper de ses multiples
bras le spectateur ainsi projeté dans le Third
Space, confluence de cultures et de techniques.
Jouant avec la perspective, ses peintures rompent
avec la surface plane de la toile, pour se prolonger
hors du cadre, créant des dimensions alternatives
ceuvrant a subvertir 'espace masculin occidental
de la peinture. Depuis les années 1980, la
peinture connait une crise profonde de désamour
et de désaveu. Outre le défi que représente le
développement des nouvelles technologies, la
peinture fait 'objet d’'une intense remise en question
de son ethnocentrisme et de son phallocentrisme.
L’ceuvre de Nadira Husain s’inscrit ainsi dans ce
vaste »projet de décolonisation qui est une lecon
vitale de la postcolonialité«® cher a I'historien
de l'art récemment disparu Okwui Enwezor.

Ce puissant travail de déconstruction des canons
de domination passe notamment par I'utilisation
audacieuse des arts textiles. Inspirée par son
aieule Surrayia Hassan Bose, qui a dédié sa vie

a la valorisation de 'artisanat traditionnel indien,
Nadira Husain réalise certaines de ses peintures
sur des ikat : tissus réalisés par tissage de fils
teints selon une technique traditionnelle. Le motif
du tissu sert de couche structurelle a la peinture.
Lartiste affirme

Je vois la toile comme un morceau de tissu.
Je suppose que la surface sur laquelle je peins
fait partie intégrante de la peinture?®.

En associant peinture et art textile, I'artiste
conteste la distance séparant I'artisanat du grand
art, instaurée depuis la Renaissance. C’est
d‘ailleurs a cette méme époque que I'on interdit
aux femmes de travailler dans les ateliers de
peinture — forcément masculins — pour les renvoyer
aux taches dites domestiques comme la broderie
ou la couture, afin de parfaire leur éducation
de femme d’intérieur. En utilisant un savoir-faire



artisanal dénigré parce que féminin et indien,

pour confectionner ses toiles, I'artiste subvertit

de maniére puissante cet espace sacré symbole
d’une histoire de I'art écrite par les hommes.

Un territoire masculin qu’elle détourne et occupe
en le peuplant de ces figures de Femme fondation
puissantes et de références culturelles variées.

A la fois transgressive et digressive, I'ceuvre
Bétarde de Nadira Husain embrasse pleinement
son paradoxe pour inventer des formes hybrides
qui explorent une réalité polymorphe composée
d’identités multiples, en constante métamorphose.
Gréace a un sens aigu de la narration et de la mise
en scéne, l'artiste crée des espaces interstitiels
pour produire de nouveaux modes de connais-
sances s’@mancipant d’'une modernité condamnée
parce qu’occidentale, patriarcale et coloniale.

Lavenir sera Béatarde ou ne sera pas.
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Only Paradoxes to Offer
Sonia Recasens

p.80

Femme fondation (Foundation Women)

Like a powerful allegory of the #MeToo movement,
an impressive feminine figure knocks a man down
in a painting installation entitled Only Paradoxes
to Offer (2018). In another painting, a red-skinned
female figure undergoing corporal metamorphosis,
a cigarette between her lips, seems to meditate
on a book where we can read ‘Only Paradoxes

to Offer’. As the leitmotif of Nadira Husain’s work,
this phrase is a nod to the French feminist trail-
blazer Olympe de Gouges. Author of the ‘Declara-
tion of the Rights of Woman and of the Female
Citizen’ (1791), De Gouges defined herself as:

a woman who has only paradoxes to offer and
not easy problems to solve.

De Gouges wrote these words because French
female citizens were excluded from the social
contract sealed by the ‘republican universalism’
of the ‘Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen’ (1789), which inspired the French Revolu-
tion and was intended to overcome all social
inequalities — apart from sexual inequality.

De Gouges’ denunciation of this paradox gave
birth to feminism. Since then, all aspiration to melt
into universalism can only be achieved by splitting
off from the universal and by asserting one’s
difference, in order to be able to claim it. This un-
solvable dilemma seems to plunge our red-skinned,
hybrid creature into a deep state of uncertainty.

In another mirror-like painting, a blue-skinned
female focuses on her painted nails on her multiple
hands and feet. Functioning like a diptych, this
pair of paintings can be read as a contemporary
interpretation of Olympe de Gouges juggling her
paradoxes: fighting for equality while nurturing
femininity. The artist raises the question, ‘How can
one be a feminist today?’ The words of American
essayist Roxanne Gay provide an answer:

I embrace the label of bad feminist because
lam human. | am messy. I’'m not trying to be an
example. | am not trying to be perfect... | am just
trying [...] to make some noise with my writing
while also being myself: a woman who loves pink
and likes to get freaky and sometimes dances her

p.145

Top right: Nadira Husain, Turbo Queen Entering the Wheel,
2018, gouache on paper, 27 x 42 cm

Middle left: Nadira Husain, Performative Body — Embodied
Performance, 2017, sketch

Middle right: Nadira Husain, Batarde stickers, 2019
Bottom left: Nadira Husain, Al-borak Composite, 2018,
gouache on paper, 28 x 38 cm

Bottom right: Nadira Husain, Femme fondation horse riding
in Gaza, 2016, collage

Nadira Husain, Sketch of a sleeping smurf, 2017
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ass off to music she knows, she knows is terrible
for women..."

These words resonate deeply with Husain’s
artwork. The paintings I've described, Performa-
tive Body — Embodied Performances, Blue / Red
(2018), show a performativity of bodies breaking
away from the norms of subjectification, in line
with Judith Butler’s philosophy of gender theory.
As a way of addressing multiple branches of
feminism (essentialist, queer, intersectional,
decolonial, etc.), Husain offers flexible and elastic
bodies that unfold a multitude of arms and legs,
ready to fight against the patriarchy, racism,
imperialism, and capitalism. Like Turbo Queen
(2017), a contemporary interpretation of Durga,
the Hindu goddess riding a tiger, whose multiple
arms juggle a sabre, a glass of wine, a phone,
barbells in the shape of eyes, a tennis ball, and
banners. Inspired by various references (the
Hindu pantheon, furries, comics, etc.), these
curious female creatures are part of Femme
fondation, a recurrent theme within Husain’s
plastic vocabulary. As figures of empowerment,
they act like powerful and protective wonder
women, in turns either the subject of an artwork or
structural elements of its composition. A fusion of
mythological, fictional, fantastic, and mutant
bodies, these Femme fondation are alternatives to
ethnocentric and phallocentric models of rep-
resentations that are widespread in the media and
art history alike. Through her work, Husain
responds to the invitation of Héléne Cixous who,
in her manifesto The Laugh of the Medusa (1975),
encourages women to write their own stories, in
order for their bodies to be heard.? For Cixous,
when a woman’s story about her desires, her
experiences, and her pleasure comes from a
strictly feminine writing perspective, the woman’s
status changes from that of a passive object to an
active subject. This same desire livens up Husain’s
creations, who seeks her own language, exhibits
her desires, her fantasies, her childhood memories,
but also her doubts, her questioning of femininity
and the relation to the body, or motherhood,
as in her work Milky Way (2017). Through these
hybridisations, the artist attempts to remove the
feminine body from the patriarchal construction,
no longer allowing consideration of a woman as a
representation, as a passive object intended for
the male gaze and desire.

Batarde (Half-breed)?

Nadira Husain’s creatures blur the boundaries
between human/non-human and reality/fiction,
and deconstruct these binarisms to assert the

p.78,79
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hybridity of things. Her creatures are permeated
by the writing of Donna Haraway, author of the
1984 essay ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’. “Béatarde! est
mon mantra”*4 (My motto is half-breed!) states the
artist, thus reclaiming a pejorative term designat-
ing the illegitimacy or the impurity of the mixing of
races. This reappropriation enables Husain to
invert the stigmatisation, investing it with a positive
and militant connotation. For the artist, Batarde
provides a space to recount non-normative
narratives through work that is hybrid in both form
and substance, that oscillates between reality and
fiction, matching patterns as well as techniques in
a particular and original way. Her imaginary world
gathers various experiences linked to her history
of migration between France, India, and Germany,
and Husain has created several frames of
reference where different traditions, cultures, and
stories come together. For example, in Krishna, le
roi des Schtroumpfs (2018), the artist draws on a
childhood memory to suggest that the Hindu deity
Krishna and the Smurfs, small creatures from the
eponymous Belgian comics, share the same
universe due to the fact that both the god and the
comic characters are a similar shade of blue.
Popular culture mixed with art history, Hinduism,
feminism, and Sufism literature creates a surprising
work, a Batarde work. In the Cosmic Trip series
(2018), the Smurfs are this time associated with
Al-Burag. A magic creature from Islamic tradition,
Al-Buraq is a winged horse, often depicted with a
feminine face, who led the Prophet Muhammad to
paradise. In Le Temps Suspendu (2018), Al-Buraq
watches over the sleepy Smurfs in a Mughal-style
setting. The artist is very much inspired by
sixteenth-century Mughal art syncretism, which
fused together Persian, Indian, and European
influences, and offers a counterpart to art history
conventions reliant upon the Hegelian® frame,
essentially a Eurocentric worldview that has
dismissed ‘Oriental’ cultures as static, and favours
the white, occidental, male subject. In this way,
Husain claims her right to abolish the hierarchisa-
tion of Western cultural references so that she
can, in the words of Edward Said, ‘tell other stories
that stand out from official, factual or ideological
tales, produced by the institutions of power. ¢ With
her striking blend of painting, drawing, collage, and
weaving, Husain’s work questions postcolonial
tropes and the elements of identity, and opens up
aesthetic possibilities, as well as creating an
outstanding formal invention. By calling herself
Béatarde, Husain inscribes her work into the ‘Third
Space’, which postcolonial theorist Homi K.
Bhabha defines as an empty space where local
and global, centre and fringes, private and public,
internal and external meet.”



