
Bhabha	
   1	
  

This is a transcription of a lecture that was given at the Skowhegan School of Painting & Sculpture, an 
artist's residency program in Skowhegan, Maine (www.skowheganart.org). It is part of an Archive of 
lectures recorded from 1952 to the present, which are available in audio form on CD at this institution. It is 
important to note that most of these lectures incorporated visuals, which are not available. However, the 
Skowhegan School of Painting & Sculpture does have a limited number of slides from a selection of 
lectures in the Archive. You may contact Skowhegan to find out if they exist for a specific lecture. 
  
These transcripts were not created for formal reference purposes and are not edited or consistent in 
format. Please be advised that there will be typos, misspellings and occasional “breaks” in the audio that 
may make some information in the transcript misleading.  It is strongly recommended that you listen to the 
audio to help determine the lecturer's intent. You must obtain permission from the artists or their 
representative to publish any material contained herein. The contact information is available from this 
institution. 
 
SKOWHEGAN SCHOOL OF PAINTING & SCULPTURE 
Skowhegan, Maine 
 
Lecture by HUMA BHABHA 
June 23, 2012 
 
Transcriber: Judith Stoodley 
 

Introductory remarks (Craig Drennen, Dean): Now we’ve been extremely fortunate, here 

in our first few weeks, here at Skowhegan 2012, to have heard lectures from all of our 

resident faculty.  Tonight, in the sixth of the Barbara Lee Artists’ Lecture Series, we’re 

going to have our first visiting artist.  And in this case it’s someone that many of you 

have met already, either today or at dinner; and that would be Ms. Huma Bhabha, who’s 

going to be introduced by our own resident faculty, Mr. Dike Blair.  So without any ado, 

I’m going to turn it over to Dike.  

DB: Hey, guys.  So….  Huma was born in Karachi, and came to the States in 1981, and 

she went to RISD.  Later she received her Master’s from Columbia.  She lived in New 

York for awhile; she now lives in Poughkeepsie with her husband Jason Fox, who’s also 

[an] exceptional artist.  Huma’s shown her work all over the place, in international 

venues and galleries and museums.  And she’s in numerous public collections, which 

include MOMA, the Met, and the Whitney, which is kind of like a grand slam of sorts.  
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She received the Aldridge Contemporary Art Museum Emerging Artist Award in 2008, 

and she’s recently been awarded—but you can’t talk about this because it hasn’t been 

announced—the Berlin Prize for the American Academy in Berlin.  So shhhh…. Was 

that okay?  That was okay, right?  That was okay. 

HB: Yes {unintelligible} 

DB: That was okay. Okay.  

HB: {unintelligible} 

DB: Okay. I’m sorry.  I overdosed on some medication today,  and….  It’s true, and I 

just--  And we talked about it, and I don’t remember, and….  Oh, God.  Bang. (2:10) 

Okay.  One thing that I was reminded of when looking at Huma’s bio was how much she 

is really an artist’s artist.  And this was especially clear earlier in her career, when most—

many of the shows-- group shows-- she was included in were curated by artists, and many 

of the first galleries to show her work were artists’—either artist or former artist—run 

galleries, like ATM or Future (2:40) or Mitchell Algus.  And I find….  You know, I like 

that.  I really like that.  Something I found remarkable about Huma’s work is its ongoing 

ability to surprise me.  I also remember on more than one occasion walking into a group 

show, seeing something across the room, and thinking, you know, “What the hell is 

that?”  And kind of ignore the other work and just be drawn to this thing, and it would 

turn out to be Huma’s.  You know, and the fact that this happened more than once, you’d 

think I’d kind of learn or something; but….  You know, and part of that, despite the fact 

that she’s really stylistically consistent, she’s also extremely inventive in generating new 

and different forms.  I know that Huma’s works are carefully constructed and carefully 

considered.  I know that often political and/or historical referencing is going on in the 
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work.  But there’s something about it that makes it look like somehow it just happened, 

or arrived, that it was left lying around, you know, perhaps by an ancient civilization or 

something.  And the pieces themselves couldn’t be more handmade and tactile; but I 

don’t really find myself, in reading them, an authorial (3:57) hand that for me gets in the 

way of experiencing the piece.  The work, especially the sculpture, enter my awareness in 

an especially direct manner; so looking at her stuff feels more like an encounter than an 

art viewing experience.  And I like that.  In a 2010 interview with Steel Stillman for Art 

in America, she addresses Steel’s question about materiality and beauty by saying, “My 

goal is that each work should be intense in its presence and aggressively attract the 

viewer.  I’m very interested in beauty, but I like it best when it’s unexpected.  Karachi, 

for example, is not a beautiful city, but occasionally you will notice something as you are 

driving around, like an impromptu construction shack made out of found planks of 

would, that can take your breath away.  Sometimes beauty is a matter of taking the time 

to appreciate something in a different way, or noticing connections where you haven’t 

seen them before.”  It’s an honor to introduce Huma to you and a real honor to have the 

opportunity to hear her talk tonight.  So… thanks.   

HB:  I’d like to thank you for inviting me, and… I’ll now start my lecture.  When I do my 

work there is no set plan or concept; and it develops between a balance of practicality and 

form.  I will be showing [a] range of images of ancient stone sculptures and other images 

which either directly or indirectly inform my work.  And mixed with these images will be 

images of my own work.  Hopefully this will somewhat reflect on how my mind works 

when I make my work.  Karachi and New York have been two places where I’ve spent 

my life; and the connections and the influence that they’ve had on my work have slowly 
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emerged.  My connection to a special kind of ruins found in Karachi, which I’m sure 

most of you have not been to….  It is a large city, but it’s….  It would be, I think, a 

strange city for a lot of people.  Well—And it was where I was born and raised, and 

where my family lives.  The relationships there in certain places started to emerge in my 

work, between my fondness for the rough edges and the unnatural roughness and ruins 

being created every day by ongoing conflicts in the Middle East, in Afghanistan, and also 

now in Pakistan.  The work also began to connect more and more to the history of 

sculpture. (someone whispers unintelligibly to the speaker) 

HB: Oh.  Did it move? 

Comment: It moved, but we’ll fix it.  One second.  There we go.  Sorry. 

HB: Ah, yes….  The work also began to connect more and more to the history of 

sculpture, but with the shadow of popular culture always present in the sculptural 

landscape that I work within.  I think this expansiveness was natural, since the stories or 

themes that I am interested in-- war, colonialism, displacement, memories of home-- are 

all eternal themes found in all cultures.  And as Willem De Kooning said, everything is 

already in art, like a big bowl of soup.  And you just stick your hand in and find 

something for you. But it was already there, like a stew. (previous statement is possibly a 

direct quote) 

IMAGE 

This first image on the screen makes me think of a beginning to a Sergio Leone movie, or 

to an end—an end to a Biblical disaster, or something from a recent newscast.  It’s 

actually a photo I have taken in Karachi.  

IMAGE(S) 
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Then this next image and the ones after that are of undeveloped areas and active 

construction sites.  And some of these sites are where construction workers live; and it 

looks almost like… ongoing—I mean, they look almost like raw materials for my 

sculpture.  And they depict the idea of the {unintelligible} ruin.   

IMAGE 

Sculpture, more than any other art form, is about time and history, using materials which 

can last for centuries, and now in recent history we see more and more the use of fragile 

temporary materials which seem to reflect the speeding up of decay, causing instant 

ruins.  There is also the historical connection to romanticize ruins, and Smithson’s 

Monuments of Passaic, which is just on the screen.  I’m sorry that images were moving a 

little.  I think I was either moving them too slowly. [sic]  So… like Smithson I see beauty 

in these forsaken landscapes, and their scale and rawness also seeps into my work.    

IMAGE(S) 

The next few images will be of the largest sculpture I have done to date; and it feels as all 

of the ideas I have been discussing so far. [sic]  The title of the sculpture is And in the 

Track of a Hundred Thousand Years, Out of the Heart of Dust, Hope Sprang Again, Like 

Greenness. 

IMAGE? 

This is from 2007.  The title is Part of a Rubaiyat by Omar Khayyam, an Islamic poet 

from Iran who lived between 1048 and 1131.   

IMAGE? 

I like in the sculpture how it can be read on multiple levels, as a landscape, characters on 

the stage… where ruins go to die, a sculpture garden where the history of sculpture has 
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been ping ponged itself into dust and serenity.  Theater in the round.  Actors so ancient 

that they become science fiction, staring off-stage or waiting for Godot, or maybe the 

next tragedy.  A palette born in a cubist world, witness to the birth of modern war 

machines.  Monuments, obelisks, temples, hewed from refuse and shadows. 

IMAGE(S) 

These next images are from the movie Stalker, a science fiction classic by Andrei 

Tarkovsky from 1979.  This film reflects and shares my ideas of beauty in the ruined 

landscape.  It also has an element of romanticism and optimism that I am strongly 

attracted to.  And what’s interesting about this movie is that the original version of it got 

destroyed, and it had to be remade again with a much lower budget, and this was the 

result.   

IMAGE (S) 

So these are images that I very strongly relate to.  

IMAGE 

This image is from a Karachi Urdu newspaper.  And what I find interesting in that page 

on the right, [is that it] has articles describing actual monuments and sculptures from the 

Indus Valley civilization from 2400 BC and the Gandhara Period.  The page on the left 

has a headline from the war, from Afghanistan, which has now reached Pakistan, and has 

a photo of a child and an older man standing next to a bombed building.   

IMAGE(S) 

These next images are of a Thomas Hirschhorn show at Barbara Gladstone several years 

ago.  I thought it was a great show, and I was surprised at how angry it made some 

people.  It’s unfortunate that art is seen as not the place for political ideas, especially 
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when they reflect a very specific point of view.  I don’t think artists should ever feel 

limited or restricted by any ideology.  And in these images I also like how Hirschhorn has 

incorporated African art, current events, modern abstraction into this installation, and it 

makes it very alive.   

IMAGE 

This is an African sculpture.  I wanted to [include]—As I said I was going to show you a 

lot of images; so African art has been a huge influence on my work: the scale, the 

imagery, and… the way they kind of deal with the body.  And whenever I’m stuck I’m 

looking at my book that I have.   

IMAGE 

This one—this is my sculpture.  This one is a slightly earlier piece.  It’s titled Centaur, 

from 2001.  And it obviously relates to the next image… 

IMAGE 

… which is of the Joseph Beuys Chair. 

IMAGE 

{unintelligible} Sorry.  This is an image of his studio. I like the way that it was 

photographed, because I think as I show you images later on, it reflects on the way I 

decided to photograph my sculpture.   

IMAGE 

This is an image of Michael Heizer’s piece.   

IMAGE? 

This, I think, is called Double Negative. 
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IMAGE 

This is a drawing by… mine.  It’s a drawing on a photograph that I took, and it’s from 

2008.  

IMAGE 

This is an image of a broken atlas from Agrigento… Sicily.   

IMAGE 

This is a stupa from 4000 BC in Pakistan.   

IMAGE 

This is a drawing of mine on a photograph that I have taken.  It’s from 2007.   

IMAGE 

And now I’m going to show you images from Angkor Wat, the valley with all the 

amazing monuments.  And you’ll see eventually why I’m showing this to you, because of 

the way that I’m interested in how the stone is stacked and how there’s always a large 

head.   

IMAGES? 

This is [an] ancient Babylonian image.   

IMAGE 

This is the demon from Jeepers Creepers.  I guess you’ve all seen the movie.  

IMAGE 

This is [an] ancient Roman head. 

IMAGE 

This is a Matthew Monahan sculpture.  I like the fragility in it and the innovativeness of 

the material.   
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IMAGE 

(whispers to self unintelligibly)  This one is called They Don’t Speak.  It’s from 2007.  

It’s one of my sculptures.  I started making busts—I call them busts—around 2004.  I was 

very aware of Picasso.  This is also when some of the materials that I use for my 

armatures, like Styrofoam and clay, were introduced.  I also began to like how the 

materials complemented each other.  But it was a combination I had never seen before.  

Also I… realizing how modeling clay in an expressionistic way was something that I 

really enjoyed.  And soon….  I mean, before this a little bit, but I….  The work started to 

develop—my work—in a very rich direction.   

IMAGE 

This piece is from 2006.  It’s called J.C. 

IMAGE 

This is also another bust. 

IMAGE? 

This is the backside of it.  

IMAGE 

This image is from 2008, a sculpture.  It’s untitled.   

IMAGE 

This image relates to an earlier image I showed of tanks in the Greenway (18:49) strands 

of Stalker.  But it is of a tank in the entrance to the Baghdad museum.   

IMAGE? 

Here I’m also interested in how the ancient is contrasted with the frighteningly new.   

IMAGE 
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These are examples of Saddam Hussein’s fascist monuments.   

IMAGE 

This is a sculpture by Sterling Ruby.  It’s an earlier piece.   

IMAGE 

And this is a Boli sculpture from Africa.  I like how the two of them relate… how 

Sterling Ruby’s sculpture relates to the Boli sculpture.  The materials are synthetic versus 

natural, but with a very similar spirit; they’re sort of fetishistic, ritualistic in their use.  

IMAGE 

This is an image from a newspaper of an I-beam being transported by a donkey cart. It’s a 

common sight, and donkeys are used for transportation and are amazingly resilient 

animals.  They’re also one of my favorite animals, so I decided to include this image.    

But it also, in a strange way, relates to this sculpture… 

IMAGE 

...of mine, which is titled The Main Player.  It’s from 2007.  For me this is an important 

piece.  It’s much larger than some of the earlier ones like this.  I refer to these pieces as 

“large heads.”  But in this one I developed the landscape idea much more, and also the 

shift in the scale that takes place from the landscape to architecture, and from armature to 

bust. 

IMAGE 

This is Balzac, by Rodin.  I happened to be looking at a lot of Rodin when I first started 

working with clay, which was in Mexico, which was around 2001.  I had gone there with 

my husband and my friend Chris Hammerlein (phonetic 21:08).  And they were both 

there to work on projects, and I was just along for the ride because I always wanted to go 
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to Mexico.   And we had—Because my friend Chris was working with clay, which was in 

our hotel room—There were big bags of—big black bags of clay.  And then there was a 

Rodin book.  So I decided to experiment, and… I think it was good for me. 

IMAGE 

This is a sculpture that I—It’s my sculpture from 2004.  It’s untitled.  To me it’s very 

romantic, and it is referring to Balzac, and also to the Beauty and the Beast by Jean 

Cocteau. 

IMAGE 

This is an ancient image of Laocoön, which is also speculated to be a fake antiquity by 

Michelangelo.   

IMAGE 

Image of an ancient Ganesh sculpture. 

IMAGE 

This piece is called Sleeper.  It’s from 2005.  It was my first life-size standing figure.  

When I was making it I was thinking of The Chorus.  And it’s interesting how the 

pedestal is part of the sculpture, but it is also a found object.  So it makes you think, you 

know, whichever view that you look at it from, that is it… you know… stuck?   Is it stuck 

in the white cube pedestal or is it part of it?  And I like that ambiguity.  My pieces are 

made with the idea that each view refers to something else, and it’s very important to sort 

of walk around them.  

IMAGE 

This is a Kouros sculpture.  An early one.  

IMAGE 
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This is an ancient Egyptian couple.  I’m really drawn to the idea of working monuments.   

IMAGE 

An ancient Aztec stone sculpture of Chalchihuitlicue (23:37) in Mexico City.  

IMAGE 

Two Kouros-Inspired Feet With a Missing Body.  This is from 2007. 

IMAGE 

This piece is called Degraded; it’s from 2006.  It’s a Roman torso with 2X4 Kouros legs.  

Also based on The Working Man by Rodin. 

IMAGE 

As mentioned—I think I mentioned earlier—photo of….  I think I was talking about 

photographing sculpture.  So this is a photograph of Brancusi’s studio.  And in this 

photograph, which was for me a real eye opener, I see here a real cinematic element 

which I try to develop in my photos of sculpture.   

IMAGE 

A Matthew Day Jackson take on Brancusi.  I like how he splices the history of sculpture 

with the history of North America. 

IMAGE 

This is a photo piece of mine.  The photograph was taken in Mexico when I started 

working—experimenting—with the clay.  The title is Nellie. (spelling?) It’s from 2003… 

which also shows my further experiments in clay modeling, and also my experiments 

with a cinema-like setting.  It also reminds me of a mix of Vermeer meeting Saint Bernie 

(spelling), Saint Teresa (spelling?) in ecstasy. (Possibly referring to Bernini’s “Saint 

Theresa in Ecstasy, but transcribed as spoken 25:17) 
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IMAGE 

Giacometti.  His sculptures sometimes give the feeling that time flattens things.  They 

look so weathered that they could be ancient. 

IMAGE 

Rauschenberg’s Monogram from 1955. 

IMAGE 

This piece is called Bumps in the Road.  It’s from 2008.  I like how I developed the idea 

of the stage, the plinth (25:52) road; and looking back at the larger piece which I showed 

earlier which was called And in the Track of a Hundred Thousand Years, this sculpture 

has much more implied movement, something I get very much from Rodin. It makes me 

think of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza traveling down Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.   

IMAGE 

This is the back view. 

 IMAGE 

And a detail.  

IMAGE 

This is The Burghers of Calais.  You can almost imagine, when you look at the sculpture, 

a camera tracking around the figures.  It’s very theatrical in a very modern way. 

IMAGE 

This is a piece of mine from 2003; it’s called Magic Carpet.  The base is clear plastic, so 

it’s almost like cheap special effects.  They’re like lovers, and it has a very romantic, 

emotive quality. 

IMAGE 
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This is Donatello’s David. 

IMAGE 

This is David Almadge (phonetic 27:06).  I love how the grafting here of the classical 

with the science fiction. [sic] 

IMAGE 

Here is another example. 

IMAGE 

This piece is called International Monument; it’s from 2004.  It started with the idea of a 

giant hand, and developed into a monument with a bone base.  The bone is from the skull 

of a buffalo.  I used to—When I first moved upstate, where I live now, I had a job 

working at a taxidermy studio, which actually helped me very much to develop my 

sculptural skills.  And… I also had a chance to collect a lot of materials that they were 

throwing away, for example, the bone.  So I could….  I mean, since I do use discarded 

materials, because they’re easily accessible.  But this piece also refers to—for me to 

Tatlin’s model for a monument. 

IMAGE 

This is an untitled piece; it’s an imperial storm trooper, reclining.    

IMAGE 

This piece is also untitled, from 2005.  It’s the second version of this idea.  Originally [it] 

came out of working with the clay, as I mentioned earlier on, having the large bags—

black plastic bags—of clay.  And then when I started to work with clay I thought I had to 

always cover it, because—you know.  So I was using the black garbage bag to keep it 

wet.  But at a certain point I realized that the black garbage bag was actually a very 
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important element of the sculpture, so—because it started to resemble a lot of different 

things. And… it started to resemble a figure, a body bag, a prostrate praying figure….  

And I see it as a memorial.  

IMAGE 

That sculpture that you just saw…. It-- like most of my sculptures, because of certain 

restrictions I have to make my work so that it comes apart, so that it can, you know, be 

taken out of my studio.  And also, very early on I realized that I had to make my work 

very light, because I would be moving it and keeping it for a while.  So, you know, the 

materials were always something that I could pick up myself.  This—So that sculpture 

that I showed you actually can be assembled; it all comes apart.  So I did another version 

of it; but I decided to document it as a photograph, and this is one of—This is an example 

of that.  And this is from 2005.   

IMAGE 

This was taken on the beach at Karachi.  And for me it becomes more cinematic, and the 

narrative changes. 

IMAGE 

This is another photographic piece, also taken in Karachi.  I mean, I’m almost using the 

fact that if you travel somewhere you make a piece; and if you can’t keep it, so you have 

to document it in the form of a photograph.  And I was using real clay, so it had to be 

photographed in time, before everything fell apart.  So… I was using it—And this one— 

IMAGE 

And here’s another one.  I made these sculptures there, and then decided to photograph 

them, using the photography as a medium to explore that implied narrative.  



Bhabha	
   16	
  

IMAGE 

This piece is called Museum Without Walls, from 2005.  I started by making a large head; 

it was inspired by Picasso’s Head of a Woman, which I saw at MOMA, which led to 

realizing that the possibilities of landscape, modernism, and scale that came up as I 

started to make it.  The exposed armature also could be read as a modernist architectural 

structure, or a postmodernist one.   

IMAGE 

This piece is called Sell the House, from 2006.   

IMAGE 

This is Picasso’s sculpture. It has some similar elements, which is—or I’m obviously 

inspired by it—the crouching figure; the giant head; it seems to have some kind of 

movement; and it is also about recycling.  

IMAGE 

This piece is called Man of No Importance; it’s from 2006. 

IMAGE 

This is the back of the sculpture.  

IMAGE  

And that’s the inside detail.  These images highlight the scale changes that I’ve talked 

about a little bit; and I see these scale changes as metaphors for time changes: prehistory, 

posthistory, contemporary.   

IMAGE 

And I see these shifting ideas of time in the writing of Philip K. Dick.  And this is an 
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image—a woodcut—of him.  And I’ve obviously read a lot of his books, so I thought I 

should include him in this lecture.  He has been a huge influence 

IMAGE 

This is [an] untitled pieced from 2006.  It is like a white totem.  It’s all made out of 

Styrofoam, except for the hands and the head, which are made out of clay and then 

painted white.  

IMAGE 

This piece is called Ethos, (spelling?) from 2006.  

IMAGE 

The side view.  

IMAGE 

This piece is called Born Darkly.  It’s from 2008.  It’s all carved foam and some clay.   

IMAGE 

This is a piece from 2009. It’s one of my earliest pieces that I have made out of cork, 

which is a—I like using different materials.  I mean, my favorite materials are like 

Styrofoam, and….  But I found cork, which is kind of similar to that.  And… I found this 

store next to my house which was closing down and selling off its inventory, and they 

had blocks of cork, which some of them were used for displays.  And I bought all of 

those and then glued them together and made this sculpture and several others.  And 

actually it has led to a whole series of these sculptures, which have developed a lot. 

IMAGE 

This piece is called One Thousand.  It’s from 2009.  It is a depiction of medieval effigies.  
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This I saw as a sarcophagus, or a tomb, or a crate, that has become a plinth with urban 

graffiti friezes… 

IMAGE 

… where the sculptures on the top are representations of what was buried inside.  They 

can also be seen as a reclining figure or a pair of architectural models for imagined 

tombs.  

IMAGE 

I’m going to show you some more drawings.  These are voyages into the underworld.  

They’re four (for?) ink drawings on black and white photographs that I have taken.  I 

started to draw on photographs when I did a series of prints in 2007.  And the prints were 

made with the photogravure process, because I like—I did a study of printmaking in 

college, so I knew what the results would be.  And….  Anyway, the prints were made, but 

I continued to draw on photographs. 

IMAGE 

This is another example.  These photographs were taken all in Karachi; and the reason 

why it was interesting to take the photographs for that edition that I did was because I 

happened to go to Karachi at that time, and then I was thinking about it, and… when 

you….  Karachi is a city where—It’s a very big city, but at the same time it feels like it’s 

continuously in transition; there’s always construction going on.  And like most places, 

when you don’t have enough money, the construction stops.  So there’s a lot of these kind 

of unfinished foundations which are waiting to be re-funded.  So to me they were like 

perfect sort of….  I could use them as imaginary plinths for monumental sculptures.  So 

that’s why I decided to photograph them and then do the drawings on top of them.  
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IMAGE 

This is a beginning of a more psychedelic underworld, because I started to draw with 

color and also use color photographs.   

IMAGE(S?) 

This is an image of an amazing African sculpture, which I really like.  The symmetry was 

a big influence on my pastel drawings that I also began to do.  I used to do pastels and 

portraits a lot when I was in high school, and then I kind of stopped.  And realized later 

on, you know, that you have to sometimes go back to what you really enjoy doing and 

what comes to you easily.  So looking at this sculpture, and also the face of one of my 

favorite character actors, Lance Henriksen…  because his face looks so much like the….  

It’s completely cut up, you know, in this way; so he was inspiring to me, and so I started 

to do these drawings. 

IMAGE? 

I like…. I have a lot of respect for—you know—the character actors, because they work 

really hard; they’re very talented; and they’re true artisans of their craft.  And I see 

myself as an artisan who also uses my hands.  So you know, it’s like… I relate to him.   

IMAGE? 

This becomes—These are also drawings on black and white photographs… It’s a little bit 

of film noire. 

IMAGE 

This is a large….  The drawing you saw earlier and the few that you saw before were 

approximately… what I call—For me they’re the smaller drawings; they’re like fourteen 

by twenty inches.  But then I decided to expand.  And this one is about fifty by eighty 
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inches.  And it’s from 2010.  I started to become a little bit more ambitious and use 

collage and… you know, bigger and bigger.  So…. 

IMAGE 

And this is from 2010.  This is a pastel drawing.  It’s around eighteen by twenty-four 

inches.  I was doing them for a few years before that.  I decided to show these ones.   

IMAGE 

These are slightly newer ones from 2011.  I think they’re becoming better.   

IMAGE(S?) 

This is also a drawing on a photograph.  It’s also around fifty by eighty inches.  It’s a lack 

and white photograph. It’s from 2010, and the title is Bagram. 

IMAGE 

This is an image of Kippenberger’s series of amazing lithographs inspired by Gericault’s 

Raft of the Medusa.  And they were made before he died.   

IMAGE 

This image is from L’Avventura, the Antonioni film from 1960, when the couple… the 

couple that is traveling to the island on this boat—They’re going to the border (40:53)—

And that’s the island where the woman disappears. 

IMAGE 

So I was thinking of the Kippenberger image, and that movie; and that led to my kind of 

coming up with this.  I mean, it was sort of like an inspiration for this sculpture.  And 

thinking about these kind of relationships, the mood was set for this piece, which was….  

It’s called My Skull is Too Small, and it’s from 2009. It was shown in 2010.  And I see 

this piece as Death (41:34), as traveling at sea, going over to the other side, but not 
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moving.  Calling for help or waving goodbye.  This piece is also for me a kind of 

memorial.  This piece also, though very different in how it reads, further explores some 

of the ideas I was working with in the piece One Thousand.  And also in this piece—The 

One Thousand piece I actually built the pedestal and it had some problems.  But this 

piece I inherited the pedestals, so they were recycled.  And I did a whole bunch of 

sculptures from this other artist who didn’t want these beautiful pedestals. 

IMAGE 

This piece is called The Orientalist.  It was—It’s my second bronze. It’s life-size; it’s 

from 2007.  It has a silver patina.  The title The Orientalist was inspired by the book by 

Edward Said, which I was reading, again, at that time.  And the face of Dorian Grey is 

there.  Dorian Grey is a metaphor for corrupt ideas, such as orientalism, which thrived 

during the wealthy Victorian England.  Even maybe now.  It’s also an Egyptian sphinx; a 

seated god; or a cyborg king. 

IMAGE 

This is a detail of the hand.   

IMAGE 

This pieces is from 2007.  I’m going to show you a bunch of images of more recent work.  

It’s called Bleekman. 

IMAGE 

This is the other view.  Like I mentioned before, each view makes you think of something 

else, and it also tells another story.  

IMAGE 
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This piece is called Tupac Amaru, from 2010.   

IMAGE 

That’s the side view.   

IMAGE 

This is called H.Q.  It was sort of my first completely nonfigurative piece.  I mean, it has 

elements, I think; but I stayed away from making features.   

IMAGE 

This piece is called Finger.  It’s also from 2010. 

IMAGE 

That’s a side view.  This also has a skull—a buffalo skull—which is part of the armature 

of the finger.  

IMAGE 

This is another bronze.  It’s called Lecturer.  It’s from 2010.  And I decided to show this 

photograph because I liked how it was included in a show with these… Roman sculptures 

in the back; and I thought it was just an interesting image to throw in. 

IMAGE 

This is also a sculpture that I initially carved from cork; and then it was made into bronze.  

And it’s patina-ed. [sic]  

IMAGE 

This is a large photo-drawing, in color, with collage.  It’s untitled, from 2010.  

IMAGE 

This is another photo-drawing which is around—The one I just showed you was about 
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forty by sixty inches, and this one is around fifty by eighty inches.  This has collage also.  

IMAGE 

This is from 2011.   

IMAGE? 

This is a cork sculpture mixed with blue Styrofoam.  It’s called Student; it’s from 2009.  

IMAGE 

I also realized at a certain point that the reason why I had to sort of make an effort to, you 

know, do something definitive to the bases or make certain choices because I did not 

want people to….  You know, I mean, the….  I like my sculptures to be seen at a certain 

level; and so that’s why when you include a certain… you know, like the base and stuff, 

that means it’s—so now nobody can remove it from there and put it somewhere else.   

IMAGE 

This is a later cork sculpture.  I’m not sure if this image is coming through very well, but 

it’s a much more developed one.  And this is from 2011.  It has a lot of drawing on it, and 

I also use spray paint on these and….   

IMAGE? 

This one is called Scout, from 2011.  

IMAGE 

This is an earlier piece called Ghost, from 2008.  

IMAGE 

This piece is called  Jhukarjodaro, which is a difficult name to pronounce, but it’s the 

name of that ancient stupa photograph that I showed right in the beginning; and it’s from 
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4000—I mean, I just decided to title it that; but it’s a giant foot.  And here again I used 

my photographs as… also as collage, and also to….  I used it on the base. 

IMAGE 

This is a bronze.  It’s a painted bronze.  It’s called Ghost of Humankindness, from 2011.  

It is about approximately eight and a half feet high.  And it’s the second one where I used 

materials which were exactly like this, like Styrofoam and clay.  And… because with 

bronze I’m playing with the illusion that can be created by bronze, and if you look at the 

sculpture it almost looks like pieces of—you know—stacked white Styrofoam, which if 

you were to push them they would fall apart.  But it’s actually, you know, very heavy.  I 

mean, it’s not a new idea, but I had to add an element of casualness but expressive 

construction to this.   

IMAGE 

This is the back of it.  It has a lot of painting detail.  

IMAGE 

This is the face detail.   It’s interesting when you work with bronze, because you can 

use—like this is a crushed paper bag that was actually on the original piece…. 

IMAGE? 

And this is actually the bronze one.  

And this is a detail of the foot, which was a piece of wood that I had used.  

IMAGE 

This piece is called God of Some Things. It’s from 2012.  It is also a bronze; it’s made out 

of—originally made out of cork, and then made into bronze.  But this one has a patina.  

This is also approximately eight feet high; and it has the actual opposite effect of the 
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previous one, because the cork, when translated into bronze, looks very molten and 

heavy, and you almost can’t recognize like what is this material.  It has also….  When I 

first made it I used a lot of oil stick and color on it; and fortunately I was able to translate 

all that into this one too. 

IMAGE 

That’s where it looks from the side. 

IMAGE 

This is all carved out of cork. 

IMAGE 

This is a detail of the legs.   

IMAGE 

And the last image I’m going to show you is of a recent sculpture, also from 2000—I 

mean from this year.  It’s called Thought and Scribe.  It’s approximately nine feet by 

eight feet by around ten feet high.   Again, all the Plexi elements come apart, because 

they have to leave; but also that kind of adds an interesting touch to it.  This was inspired 

by an Egyptian sculpture, or based on one; because I’d been thinking for a very long time 

to use Plexi again.  I don’t know if you remember, but I showed the earlier image of the 

two legs with the Plexi base, so it looked like it was levitating.  So I’ve been waiting a 

long time to use it again, and this is when I did it.  The Plexi here creates a science—sci fi 

element.  It seems to, you know—I mean, at the right….  Looking at it from the right 

point of view it looks transparent and makes everything seem to levitate.  And also 

Egyptians are, as aliens, a very common sci-fi theme. 

IMAGE 
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This is a detail of the head… figure….  

IMAGE 

That’s a side.   

IMAGE 

And the other side.  I just wanted to mention that the figure that you see, the sort of 

reclining figure, which is supposed to be the scribe, was my sort of homage to 

Chamberlain…  with my….  I had these—I think you call them gutters… lying around.   

So… that’s it.  Thank you.   

Question:  Hello.  Over here.  I had a question.  Clearly the work has a deep connection to 

history; and also a couple of times throughout the lecture you mentioned a casualness that 

you like….  And I found those two terms very interesting.  I was just curious if you could 

talk a little more on how you combine or reconcile this long view of history with a sense 

of casualness. 

HB: I guess, you know, it’s….  It’s more something maybe that’s, you know, like in your 

head when you are making those connections, you know?   And… the—I mean my sort 

of… like how much I owe to history, I mean, I’m not able or—you know… not skilled 

enough to kind of recreate stuff like that; so I have to kind of treat it in a way where 

it’s—that I can do it, you know.  And that I guess I refer to as it seems casual, you know, 

because you have to think that way because otherwise it’s like, you know, I can’t make it.  

I can’t make the kind of monuments that I want to make unless I make them with a 

casualness, because their construction or whatever is not on that level, you know, so….  

Question: This question sounds weird in my head; maybe it’ll sound better out loud.   I’m 

wondering what you think that the ancient qualities of today are. 



Bhabha	
   27	
  

HB: Sorry? 

Question: Yeah…  

HB: The ancient--? 

Question: What I kind of mean is, you spoke about….  You referenced a large scope of 

things, some of which you called ancient; and then that came all the way up to…  until 

you got to people like Philip K. Dick or… Star Wars references or things like that.  And 

I’m wondering more what you think is…. What are the qualities of ancientness that 

you’re interested in, particularly at this point in time, and if you see anything…? 

HB: I mean, I don’t want to sound really like….  I guess what I like is the fact that….  I 

mean, in may ways it looks better than a lot of things that I see,  you know?  So it is—

There’s a resonating quality about an image or the way that something was made, and for 

the reason why it was made, and… you know, the quality of its making, which lasted, 

you know.  So….  And I’m attracted to the…. Because of, you know, like relating it to 

sort of like monuments, you know.  So….  I mean obviously there’s a….  When you start 

looking at ancient or old….  I mean, everything becomes older.  To you it must be like 

really ancient, you know.   So…  Because, I mean, if it’s ancient for me….  So… it’s just 

stuff that I guess… lasts.  You know, that’s what you keep going back to,  you know?  

And there is nothing that….  I mean, for me it’s like I want to find….  I want to be able to 

sort of use those same ideas, but actually make it not look like that, you know, but refer 

to that.  But I want to take what I find important for me, you know, in terms of just 

adding to the language of my sculpture.  

Question: I really like the way that you framed the whole talk in terms of time; and sort 

of jumping off that last question about your materials, you set up a juxtaposition between 
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ancient materials, or materials that have been used traditionally in sculpture, like clay and 

foam, which is sort of on the other end of the spectrum.  And I’m just really interested in 

that contrast, and I was wondering if you could talk about that; but also then what it 

means to translate that into bronze, and how that changes. 

HB: Sorry, what was the last thing? 

Question: What it means to translate a relationship between the materials of clay and 

foam?  And there’s a stark contrast there, but what that means when it bronze, like some 

of the more recent works. 

HB: Oh yeah.  Okay.  When I made my first bronze, I mean….  Like when you make a 

bronze—I mean, bronze is an incredibly beautiful material to me, and you know, it was 

something that I never….  I didn’t know that I was going to start making bronzes, you 

know.  But when the opportunity arose… I did not want to kind of make something else 

to be—You know, like something that would traditionally be made to look like a bronze 

piece; I wanted to—I mean, I can also say that maybe I was inspired by Kippenberger, 

because he uses a lot of mixed materials to do his painted bronzes.  The last bronze I 

showed you—the painted one—the big white one—that one definitely I was thinking of 

his pieces.  But it was [important]—I mean, I was invited to do them, so I said, “Okay, 

fine,” you know.  I didn’t want to kind of give up the… my sort of, you know… 

connection to these materials, which I find… which I like very much, which is 

Styrofoam, found wood, clay, and whatever other garbage fits into it, you know.  Or 

refuse, or discarded stuff—whatever’s necessary.  But when I realized that the people that 

make the bronze are….  They can translate every single detail; so, you know, it was kind 

of fascinating.  So… it was—You know, I couldn’t pass up that opportunity to see what it 
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would look like.  You know, so….   And even with the cork, if you look at the cork 

sculptures they have a very different feeling.  Actually, like even when I made the prints 

that I mentioned, the photogravure prints, which were from the drawings on photographs, 

they….  When you take an original medium and then you translate it into another 

medium, it becomes something entirely different; it takes on a whole other personality 

and life.  So it’s no longer related to its original.  And the same thing happens with the 

bronzes too.  They become something different, you know; they are not….  They don’t 

have the presence or the personality of the original one; it’s like two different things.  So, 

I mean… I hope that answers your question. 

Question: Can I ask you a bit more about Pakistan and your relationship now to Karachi, 

given that you’ve contextualized your work very thoroughly within many traditions?  

And I just wondered how does the work translate back in that context for you?  Does it 

get shown in Pakistan?  Or how is it read? 

HB: I don’t really show in Pakistan. You know, you have to wait if—till people want to 

show your work.  You know, I did have a show there like in the late Nineties, and it was 

different work, but…  I thought maybe, you know, the fact that, you know, you’re from 

somewhere originally and you want to do it, but it’s not necessarily true, you know.  

People don’t accept what you do; they just don’t, you know.  So I mean it’s—

Sometimes… I’ve noticed with my work, it has taken—It takes time for people to sort of 

get into it, you know.  There’s been more response now, but I haven’t it that much over 

there.  So in that aspect I don’t—not have much to say.  But the connection, and like… I 

mean things that I think about… images that come to mind when I’m making things, that 
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is still there, you know.  But as far as showing the [work]—Is that what you meant?  Like 

showing the work, then the response. 

Question: Yeah, but also I wonder, do you think about it as a kind of practice of 

hybridizing traditions; or is that me jumping…? 

Question: Because there’s a kind of discussion going on in the work about Western 

culture and other cultures, and how much this is about you hybridizing your—or talking 

about your hybrid identity. 

HB: Yeah, I don’t think in terms of cultures.  And I don’t think in terms of identities.  I 

think that that’s not necessary, that’s not my job, you know, to do that.  I feel like, being 

an artist I already have the opportunity to do exactly what I feel like doing as long as I’m 

bearing witness to something or being able to say something through the work, you 

know?  So if you….  I mean, I felt that in a lecture it would be more interesting to show a 

lot of background information and stuff that I spend most of my time looking at, rather 

than just showing a hundred and fifty images of my work; because I think that would be 

kind of boring, you know, after a while, and maybe it will become too much.  So I think 

it’s much more interesting to make- and maybe it allows you to see if you can make 

connections.  I mean, if you do, if you think that it does kind of successfully…like what 

I’m looking at translate into what I’ve done, you know? 

Question: Hi.  I’m three vodkas to the wind, so…   let me attempt this.   I know your 

work, definitely, and in relationship [to] what you presented.  I’m actually thinking—and 

I’m going to tag along to John’s comment…  particularly in the photo work, that there 

is—there’s an intervention there.  To me, it seems.  And I’ve followed it for a long time, 

and I adore the work, and the photogravures and the drawings, and….  These are images 
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which are… the initial photo images, which seem to me—I don’t know the sources, you 

haven’t addressed them, but—I would not mind knowing, but—‘cause I’m just 

extrapolating from what I can see.  And that these images are very much on site, on place, 

very much specific.  And then you have this intervention with them, which I think is 

extraordinary.  And it seems to me very much of the heart, and very much of place; and 

the photographic images themselves address something in a very quiet way, in which you 

have a louder voice.  And I would just love to hear you—I know you —I would love to 

hear you talk about these images in which you draw on photographs, ‘cause I admire 

them a great deal. 

HB: Well, like I said, you know, earlier, that the….  I mean Karachi’s a big city, but at 

the same time you can drive around certain areas, and you can come—I mean, like the 

areas that I photographed were not very far from where I live over there, my family’s 

house; but….  They’re by the beach.  And it’s just that the land is undeveloped.  The 

landscape is….  I mean, I think what I can say is that when I first started doing the project 

with the drawings I realized that there was something that I liked about that city, not only 

because I was from there, but….  I mean other people wouldn’t like those things; it’s not 

necessarily a beautiful city.  It’s a dusty desert city, and with ugly new construction.  But 

there’s something about rubble, you know, that is very attractive.  And then when you go 

to areas that are undeveloped, and then you sort of relate them to the areas that have been 

created that way, or that look like that, so there’s really not that much difference; and 

that’s when you start to notice that it has—It is a landscape that you are connected to.  

And I feel that I am—You know, even if you—Like right now I live in a very green 

landscape, you know, very opposite; but… there will always—You know, there’s this 
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connection to a certain kind of rawness which, you know, you….  I think even in New 

York you find that, you know.  Like basically I’ve spent my life in New York—New 

York City—and Karachi, and one is a [metropolis]—They’re both metropolises in 

different ways, but they sort of connect; it’s a very physical kind of connection.  So when 

I decided to take the photographs, that’s why I decided to photograph….  Well, like when 

I showed you earlier, you know, just like construction details or landscape….  And then 

the idea of drawing figures on them was a very romantic response, because it was totally 

about… you know, just like… {unintelligible}; because I—In the late Nineties I didn’t 

have a studio, and I was basically doing drawings.  And I was inspired by this book of 

Hindu (1:07:49) sculpture, and… I was also inspired by this other Marvel Comics book, 

which had this….  I forget the name of the superhero, but he’s from the—He’s from 

under the sea, you know.  So….  I forget what his name is.  But anyway, the water is 

beautiful; and so there was this connection between these two things, and also this 

movie… Silent Running, which is about rescuing or saving these things, you know—The 

forest, sorry—and taking them on this spaceship.  Because I am very—I guess I haven’t 

said it openly, but obviously science fiction and horror is a very big part of my life, so…. 

Question: {unintelligible} you’ve inferred, slightly, with the Philip K. Dick. 

HB: Yeah, but also there’s a lot of other science fiction. 

Question: Well, the idea of the ruin…. I mean, you did talk about the ruin.  So that… that 

grabbed me. 

HB: Yeah. And so I was making these drawings of sculptures rising out of waters and 

leaving.  So that was like….  I didn’t show those, but those were— 

Question: I know them. 
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HB: --done in a different way, and I got tired of doing them because I—if you can tell 

from the way that I draw, it’s much more….  I’m not a detail-oriented….  I mean, I am, 

but not in that way.  Time-consuming work or labor-intensive is not my….  I’m not 

attracted to that so much. So I left that. But the idea stayed there.  So these monuments, 

these imaginary kind of monuments, were brought back into those drawings, yeah. 

Question: Thank you. 

Question: In your sculptures the architecture is always smaller than the people.  Or it’s 

like within the back of the head, or it’s the structure of the plinth it’s on; and the people 

are always so much—you know—more massive than the architecture, which is opposite 

of real life.  And so I was thinking, like the only time we think about people being that 

big are like superheroes or like dead people that are like huge and looking down upon us.  

And I was wondering if you think of your figures in your sculpture in a narrative in terms 

of that way, or like a— 

HB: Yes, I do.     

Question: I have….  I’m wondering, when you spoke about the work you really focused a 

lot on material and process; and you didn’t talk so much about the politics.  And I’m 

wondering if you could say a little bit more about how your work dialogues with 

postcolonial theory. 

HB: Sorry, can you say that again? 

Question:  I’m wondering…. When you spoke about the work you really focused a lot 

more on material and process, versus the politics in the work; and I’m wondering if you 

could talk a little bit more about postcolonial… like the dialogue that your work 

participates in, the postcolonial dialogue? 
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HB: Yeah.  Well, I’m not a political artist, you know, so I don’t….   I don’t want to say 

that these works are about specific events or anything like that.  I mean, for me, you 

know, the-- the fact that the war is still going on, you know, and who knows how long 

it’s-- I mean, that itself is something, you know; and the fact--  And the war is also a 

result of the created, postcolonial… you know, things.  So… I mean, you have to—Like I 

don’t make work about specific things, but I feel like, you know, you…. In your own way 

you—I mean, if you get that feeling, that means that the fact that I am—I feel like I’m 

bearing witness to certain events; but in my— in a way where it’s not specific, because 

I’m not interested in doing that, you know, then at least the work is successful.  So it’s 

making you think about it or… you know, I mean otherwise it wouldn’t; it would just be 

another—you know.  I mean….  So…. I hope that answers your question.  

Question: Hi.  I have a kind of maybe a dry question about abstraction and figuration.  

And I feel like you come—There’s a confluence that’s happening in the work between, 

let’s say, maybe the traditional processes and then these contemporary manipulations of 

contemporary materials.  And…  but all towards, let’s say, just making stuff.  Or how 

humans make stuff.  And it seems very fundamental, you know, and it has to do with, I 

think, how we make things and how we see things.  So I’m wondering… I think 

figuration is really prevalent in that human history of how we make things and how we 

see things.  And I’m wondering… I think you only really talked about [figuration]—

Figuration came in at only a couple [of points]—I mean abstraction came in at a couple 

of points.  I’m wondering….  I don’t know.   Something there. 

HB: Abstraction in my work. 
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Question: Yeah.  There is this one piece where you said it wasn’t a figure, and it was 

more… maybe a [monument]—But not even a monument, more.  Just a pure form.   

HB: Well, there is abstraction in the armature and the construction; so the idea of leaving 

something exposed already opens up for you to see that, you know… because it 

doesn’t—I mean that’s why if you look at the sculptures from different viewpoints, they 

look different and they sort of tell you something different.  Obviously the side where 

there is like a face or many or multiple faces, that becomes more figurative.  But I mean, 

they do go back to….  

IMAGE? 

 I mean, like even in this one, I mean, it’s….  

IMAGE? 

Here I have less {unintelligible, possibly “clearly”}, but I’m still trying to….  You know, 

it’s—To me this piece is very architectural, and it almost has, you know, a lot of those 

elements to it.  So….  And I guess if you look at it from, you know, different sides, it 

becomes more abstract.  I don’t think there’s a bad view, but…. 

IMAGE 

Yeah, like there.  So it is abstract in some ways; but, you know, if you really start to look 

at it, it kind of makes you think of… there’s a reclining figure and there’s the head or the 

figure sitting on top, you know.  The way that I… I don’t know if I’m answering your 

question properly, but…  like when I—They both… they happen in a more natural way.  

You know?  It’s not like I said, “This is going to be like this and this is going to be like 

that.”  You know.  I have to let the materials tell me what to do at a certain point.  So… 

you know, that’s when I stop. 
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Question: Are you finding figure in, you know…. Let’s see how to phrase it—Finding 

figure in this process of making, and then that’s the best way then for people to then enter 

form, you know?  Like we….  To identify, to maybe have a figure or an icon or maybe 

language present itself, and then to dive into how material’s interacting and how shape is 

acting?  I don’t totally know what I’m asking anymore.  I’ll stop. 

HB: I mean I don’t think there’s any recognizable figure or icon.  I mean it’s all kind of 

made up, you know; so….  Or it becomes, you know.  So…. Like I mentioned before, I 

wanted—I started out by wanting to make a big head.  And when I made—In the process 

of making the big head I realized that I didn’t have to make it look like Picasso’s head, 

but there were a lot of things that were telling me other things.  And the way that I 

constructed it, and because my armature is made from stacking, that’s why I showed the 

pieces from Angkor Wat, because it is giant slabs of stone that are stacked, and then they 

are carved into these things.  So I see that kind of similarity; so… it’s in the way it was 

made, because I wasn’t….  I don’t know how to make traditional armatures, so I had to 

just figure out how to do it myself.  So that comes from using cheap, found, light 

materials.  So that….  It’s what I can do, you know.   

Question: {inaudible} Do you need the figure?  Or do we need the figure? 

HB: Yeah.  I need the figure. 

Question: I hear ya.  I agree.    

Question: Is there a device or some kind of node that sustains the activity between the 

materials that you assemble… you practice when you’re making the work? 

{unintelligible} 

HB: Is there a device that— 
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Question: Yeah… 

HB: --that connects the two?  Or--? 

Question: Yeah, like as a—I’m thinking of them as assemblages, and materials 

{unintelligible} 

HB: They are assemblages. 

Question: Yeah.  So I’m wondering how you imagine that node operating or that—what 

that device is for you that keeps the static material—the physicality of those materials—

in a kind of action or…. 

HB: Or life? (1:18:04)   

Question: Yeah. 

HB: Yeah. Well, I think it is the materials itself, you know.  I think that….  I mean, that’s 

what I would—I mean that’s what I can think of right now.  I mean, there’s no other 

device, except for the fact that the choice of materials, which is the idea of modeling like 

Rodin.  And then, you know, using a sort of [constructed]—you know, constructing this 

kind of raw armature; and then leaving it exposed so you can like look through or into 

something.  Or on to the other side, you know.  So you open up issues where you’re sort 

of—you start to think of things on a much broader level.  But I mean, what I’m saying is 

that basically the materials….  I mean, I start out with an idea.  I mean I know what—like 

I’m going to do this, and….  But that doesn’t necessarily—I don’t know exactly what it’s 

going to look like at the end.  So the materials are the device, I guess, which keep it fresh.  

I think.   

Question: How long were you—How long were you at RISD?  

HB: … You know, four years.  
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Question: That’s my question.   

Craig Drennen: Hey, guys, that’s all the questions.  

HB: Thank you. 

END OF RECORDING 

 


