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Bor n  and schoo led  in  Ko lka ta ,  P raneet  So i  le f t  Benga l  in  1990  to  move  to  Baroda ,  Gu ja ra t .  He  l i ved  there

fo r  6  years ,  and  d id  h i s  Bache lo r ’s  and  Maste r ’s  degree  in  Pa in t ing  f rom MSU,  Baroda .  C lose  in te rac t ions

wi th  h i s  teachers ,  Vasudevan  Akkh i tam,  Suresh  B .V.  and  Nat ra j  Shar ma were  v i ta l  i n  the  deve lopment  o f  a

pa in te r l y  l anguage.  In  Ko lka ta ,  c r i t i c  and  wr i te r  P ranab Ran jan  Ray,  and  a r t i s t  Ch i t t rovanu  Mazumdar  were

ext remely  suppor t i ve  o f  h im in  h i s  fo r mat i ve  years .  Subsequent l y,  he  a t tended the  Un ive rs i t y  o f  Ca l i fo r n ia

in  San  D iego on  a  scho la r sh ip  p rogramme,  where  he  was  mentored  by  the  f i lmmaker  Jean-P ie r re  Gor in ,

and  a t tended lec tu res  by  Dav id  Ant in  and  Babet te  Mango l te ,  among others .  H i s  educat ion  in  Amer ica

widened h i s  unders tand ing  o f  contempora ry  a r t .  La te r,  a t  the  R i j k sakademie  van  bee ldende kuns ten  in

Amsterdam he  met  h i s  w i fe ,  I rene  Kope lman,  a l so  an  a r t i s t ,  and  they  dec ided to  base  themse lves  there .

S ince  then ,  he  has  been  work ing  between Amsterdam and Ko lka ta ,  and  th i s  osc i l l a t ion  has  impacted  h i s

prac t i ce  g reat l y.
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S P :S P :  You have  been  prac t i s ing  a r t  fo r  near l y  twenty  years  now.  Cou ld  you  g ive  an  ins ight  in to  your  a r t i s t i c

p rocess?  Do you  fee l  your  exper ience  o f  re loca t ion  has  impacted  your  a r t i s t i c  sens ib i l i t i es?

P S :P S :  Re locat ion  has  been  a  recur r ing  cond i t ion ,  as  you  cor rec t l y  po in t  out ,  and  I  have  lea r ned to  use  i t  as

a  motor  tha t  d r i ves  my  work .  Re loca t ion ,  i f  I  th ink  o f  i t  a s  a  cond i t ion ,  a l lows  me oppor tun i t ies  to  lea r n

th ings .  I  p lace  myse l f  i n  an  env i ronment  wh ich  i s  new to  me and requ i res  to  be  unders tood to  move

ahead.  New re la t ionsh ips  a re  fo rged.  Sk i l l s  a re  sha red  and there fo re  lea r ned.  An  unders tand ing  o f  the

env i ronment  i s  thus  expanded th rough d ia logue .

However,  th i s  unders tand ing  took  t ime to  deve lop .  In i t i a l l y,  when  I  l e f t  Ind ia  to  s tudy  in  Ca l i fo r n ia ,  o r

subsequent l y,  when  I  l e f t  Ca l i fo r n ia  fo r  the  Nether lands ,  my  prac t i ce  b roke  down comple te ly  and  i t  took

years  to  bu i ld  i t  back .

S P :S P :  How do you  choose  your  mediums  and techn iques  fo r  each  pro jec t?

P S :P S :   I t ’s  a lways  in te res t ing  to  exp lo re  a  new medium.  In  2016  I  was  inv i ted  to  Koch i -Muz i r i s  B ienna le  by

Sudarshan  Shet ty,  cu ra to r  o f  the  3 rd  ed i t ion  o f  the  B ienna le ,  to  expand on  a  se t  o f  maquet tes  I  had  been

work ing  on ,  re la ted  to  my  drawings  f rom the  news  media .  I  began  th ink ing  o f  a  mate r ia l  tha t  was

par t i cu la r  to  the  reg ion  to  bu i ld  them la rge-sca le .  The  co i r  indus t ry  i s  v i ta l  to  Kera la  and  a  w ide  va r ie ty

o f  p roducts  a re  made f rom th i s  mate r ia l .  I  was  taken  to  to  sprawl ing  expor t -o r ien ted  Cocotu f t  co i r  f ac to ry

where  the  foot -mats  tha t  we  see  so  o f ten ,  p laced a t  the  doors tep ,  a re  made.  The  d i rec to r  o f  the  fac to ry

heard  me out  and  gave  me access  to  h i s  un i t ,  caut ion ing  me o f  the  l im i ted  poss ib i l i t i es  fo r  what  I  had  se t

out  to  ach ieve .  I  spent  a  month  work ing  w i th  the  s ta f f  ass igned to  me,  sys temat i ca l l y  p rob lem-so lv ing  as

we focussed on  t rans fe r r ing  my  drawings  onto  the  rubber-backed co i r  ca rpet  usua l l y  used  fo r  mats .  I

rea l i sed  tha t  us ing  a  b rush  to  d raw my imagery  onto  the  rough co i r  su r face  was  c lose  to  imposs ib le .

Not ing  my  prob lem,  the  team in t roduced me to  t rad i t iona l  c ra f t smen tha t  manua l l y  cu t  pa t te r ns  in to  the

co i r  mats .  We employed them to  cu t  my  drawings  in to  the  co i r,  thus  a l low ing  the  l ine -work  to  re ta in  the

t race  o f  the  hand.  None o f  these  s teps  wou ld  have  happened w i thout  cons tant  d ia logue .  I t  was  th rough

such  in te rac t ions  tha t  the  work  g rew and a t ta ined i t s  f i na l  shape .  I  th ink  i t  i s  th rough the  des i re  fo r  the

work  to  equa l l y  express  i t s  mate r ia l i t y  and  content  tha t  p rob lem so lv ing  occurs  and  th i s  i s  the  most

impor tant  aspect  fo r  me.
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S P :S P :  Your  work  ‘Anamorphos i s ’  de lved  in to  Pa les t in ian  te r r i to ry  and  gave  a  sense  o f  occup ied  te r r i to r ies

th rough landscapes ,  f a r ms ,  and  fac to r ies .  Your  works  a re  known to  in te r rogate  the  themes  o f  migra t ion ,

con f l i c t  and  d i sp lacement .  How do you  nav igate  these  themes  th rough your  a r t?

P r a n e e t  S o i ,  F a r m e r,  B e i t  O m a r ,  2 0 1 9  
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P S :P S :  I  t r y  to  exp lo re  loca l  na r ra t i ves  and  as  these  na r ra t i ves  un fo ld ,  they  pu l l  i n  s to r ies  and  in fo r mat ion

inc lud ing  what  i s  not  d i rec t l y  re la ted .  I  ca l l  i t  “Nota t iona l  Methodo logy” .  In  Koch i ,  i t  was  th i s

methodo logy  tha t  a l lowed fo r  the  work  to  un fo ld  a long the  l ines  i t  d id .  In  Pa les t ine ,  I  sugges ted  to  the

d i rec to r  o f  the  Mosa ic  Rooms,  Rachae l  Ja rv i s ,  tha t  I  wou ld  t rave l  ac ross  the  West  Bank  and meet  w i th

fa r mers ,  owners  o f  sma l l  bus inesses  and as  we l l  l a rge  s ta te -o f - the  a r t  f ac to r ies ,  to  unders tand the

d i f f i cu l t ies  o f  peop le  work ing  in  an  occup ied  land .  We p lanned the  route  by  road ,  inc lud ing  w i th in  the

jour ney  s tunn ing  landscapes  tha t  a re  su f fused  w i th  h i s to ry  and  myth  tha t  a re  not  usua l l y  dep ic ted  in  the

media .  Th i s  opened up  a  para l le l  v iewpoin t  and  proved v i ta l  fo r  the  na r ra t i ve  tha t  un fo lded.

I  fe l t  tha t  i t  was  on ly  th rough a  persona l  inves tment  o f  my  resources ,  as  a  human be ing ,  tha t  I  cou ld

p ic tu re  th i s  count ry,  home to  one  o f  the  most  d i f f i cu l t  o f  po l i t i ca l  con f l i c t s  in  the  wor ld  today.

P r a n e e t  S o i ,  T h re e  L a n d s c a p e s ,  2 0 1 9  
P h o t o  C re d i t  P r a n e e t  S o i

S P :S P :  In  your  recent  p resenta t ion  a t  the  Ind ia  Ar t  Fa i r  w i th  Exper imenter,  you  presented  an  oeuvre  us ing

handmade Pap ie r-mâché  t i l es .  What  d rew you  to  th i s  med ium spec i f i ca l l y?  What  cha l lenges  d id  you  face

wh i le  work ing  w i th  th i s  med ium?
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P S :P S :  I  am o f ten  in  S r inagar,  a  c i t y  wh ich  has  about  2000  years  o f  l i ved  h i s to ry.  Kashmi r  was  an  impor tant

cent re  fo r  Buddh i sm — the  4 th  Buddh i s t  Confe rence  was  he ld  in  Kashmi r  under  the  ru le  o f  Kan i shka  in  72

AD.  Recent l y  I  l ea r ned a  l a rge  s tupa  ex i s ted  in  the  cent re  o f  the  c i t y,  o f  wh ich  no  s ign  rema ins .  Th i s

acc re t ion  o f  cu l tu re  i s  what  I  am exp lo r ing ,  wh ich  i s  representa t i ve  o f  a  r i ch  d ive rs i t y  o f  fo r m.  Pap ie r-

mâché ,  a  popu la r  c ra f t ,  was  in t roduced to  Kashmi r  by  su f i  p reachers  f rom Cent ra l  As ia  and  I ran ,  such  as

Mi r  Sayy id  A l i  Hamdan i  (1312-1385 ) .  They  taught  the i r  be l ievers  c ra f t  techn iques  as  a  means  fo r  them to

keep the i r  hands  busy  and there fo re  c lose r  to  god.  Thus ,  the  c ra f t  o f  pap ie r-mâché  ob jec t s  such  as

caskets  and  jewe l le ry  boxes  decora ted  w i th  f ine ly  pa in ted  mot i f s  sp read ac ross  Kashmi r.  Wh i le  I  had  seen

such  ob jec t s  s ince  I  was  a  ch i ld  but  never  imag ined they  were  made o f  pap ie r-mâché .  I  thought  o f

t rans la t ing  th i s  mate r ia l  i n to  t i l es ,  l i ke  a  canvas ,  to  pa in t  on .  I t  sounded reasonab ly  s imple  a  task ,  but

took  a  long t ime,  a  year  in  fac t ,  be fo re  we  cou ld  have  a  su r face  tha t  cou ld  be  pa in ted  upon.  I  chose  th i s

mater ia l  i n  much  the  same way  tha t  I  chose  co i r  in  Koch i .  I t  i s  a  mate r ia l  tha t  i s  c lose ly  re la ted  to  i t s

env i ronment .  Engag ing  w i th  i t  a l lowed me an  ins ight  in to  the  reg ion ,  loca ted  on  the  nor ther n  per iphery

o f  the  count ry  where  upheava l s  caused by  the  par t i t ion  o f  the  count ry  decades  ago cont inue  to

reverbera te .

S P :S P :  “Notes  o f  Labor”  i s  a  semina l  work  in te r rogat ing  the  not ion  o f  l abour  and  po l i t i c s  a round i t .  Work ing

wi th  loca l  a r t i sans  in  Kumar ta l i ,  Kashmi r,  Guangzhou and other  a r t i sans  a round the  wor ld ,  in  genera l ,

what  k ind  o f  impact  do  you  env i s ion?
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P S :P S :  Ac ross  the  bod ies  o f  work  tha t  compr i se  Notes  o f  Labor ,  the  common th read  i s  tha t  o f  engag ing  w i th

a  l andscape th rough the  lens  o f  c ra f t .  Be ing  an  a r t i s t  myse l f ,  the re  i s  a  l anguage I  sha re  w i th  a r t i sans .  I

was  keen  on  bu i ld ing  a  p la t fo r m tha t  wou ld  a l low us  to  sha re  our  knowledge and work  together.  Work ing

wi th  loca l  a r t i sans ,  I  found myse l f  l ea r n ing  the i r  mot i f s  as  we l l  as  absorb ing  the i r  s to r ies .  I  a l so  t r ied  to

inse r t  the i r  way  o f  work ing  in to  my  own imagery.  To  me,  the  essence  o f  mate r ia l i t y  l i es  in  t rans la t ion .  And

t rans la t ion  can  on ly  happen when peop le  fee l  the  need to  communica te .  Th i s  i s  not  a lways  smooth ,  as

conf l i c t s  occur.  But  they  can  be  overcome,  and  to  me th i s  i s  a  metaphor  fo r  a  wor ld  in  wh ich  d ia logue  i s

poss ib le .

S P :  S P :  Landscape {s }  ventu red  in to  the  cu l tu ra l  h i s to ry  o f  Kashmi r,  you  prev ious ly  exper ienced work ing  in

Kashmi r.  Have  you  w i tnessed any  d i sce r n ib le  evo lu t ions  in  your  v i sua l  vocabu la ry  concer n ing  Kashmi r?

P r a n e e t  S o i ,  L a n d s c a p e { s } ,  2 0 2 3  
P h o t o  C re d i t :  P r a n e e t  S o i



P S :  P S :  I  have  been  re tu r n ing  to  Kashmi r  s ince  2009 .  I  began  work ing  w i th  Fayaz  Jan ,  a  mas te r  c ra f t sman

based in  the  Sh ia  enc lave  o f  Hasan  Abad,  in  2014 .  I  cont inue  work ing  w i th  h im and th i s  a l lows  me to

gradua l l y  deve lop  the  na r ra t i ve  I  am exp lo r ing .  As  I  ment ioned be fore ,  the  reg ion  i s  seeped in  h i s to ry.  I

am s lowly  de lv ing  in to  these  layers  and  open ing  them to  images  and persona l  na r ra t ion .  In  Landscape {s } ,

as  the  name sugges ts ,  I  j ux tapose  not  on ly  d i f fe rent  v i s tas  but  a l so  d i f fe rent  hands  — the i r  f i ne  mot i f s

w i th  my  rough brushs t roke .  The  f lo ra l  deta i l  on  the  r ight  i s  a  deta i l  f rom the  Bharhut  S tupa ,  da t ing  to  the

1s t  Centu ry  BC,  d i sp layed in  the  Ind ian  Museum in  Ko lka ta .  I t  i s  a  Ja taka  scene .  As  I  had  ment ioned

ear l ie r,  Buddh i sm f lour i shed in  Kashmi r  and  was  the  dominant  re l ig ion  dur ing  the  t ime o f  Ashoka ,  who

ru led  f rom 268-232  BC.  The  bark  o f  an  oak  o r ig ina tes  f rom a  path  I  o f ten  used wh i le  cyc l ing  to  my  s tud io

in  Amste rdam.  I t  i s  f l eshed out  in  rough brushs t roke  by  me and prov ides  tex tu re  to  the  compos i t ion .  The

geomet r i c  shapes  the  images  a re  pa in ted  w i th in  re la te  to  khatamband i  pa t te r ns  tha t  a re  ub iqu i tous

ac ross  Kashmi r.

Whi le  in  Kashmi r,  I  may  be  remember ing  a  l andscape fami l i a r  to  me f rom Amsterdam or  v i ce -ve rsa .  Th i s  i s

what  the  Nota t iona l  Methodo logy  pr io r i t i ses  — the  l ink ing  together  seeming ly  d i spara te  imagery,  wh ich

are  l i nked by  persona l  exper ience .

S P :S P :  What  adv ice  wou ld  you  l i ke  to  sha re  w i th  the  young and emerg ing  a r t i s t s  who a re  nav igat ing  the  a r t

wor ld  and f ind ing  the i r  a r t i s t i c  vo ices?

P S :P S :  I  wou ld  say  to  engage w i th  the  wor ld  a round,  to  ac t i ve ly  chase  exper iences .  Th i s  i s  what  the  f i lm-

maker  Man i  Kau l  once  exp la ined to  me,  ta l k ing  about  h i s  l i fe  a f te r  leav ing  Ind ia .  Exper iences  happen

when we put  ourse lves  in  a  s i tua t ion  in  wh ich  we a re  fo rced  to  become invent i ve .  Th i s  does  not  mean  one

i s  requ i red  to  t rave l  phys i ca l l y,  o f  course .  I t  cou ld  a l so  be  a  ve ry  in te r na l  jou r ney.  The  Pa les t in ian

educat ion i s t ,  Mun i r  Fasheh ,  exp la ins  i t  as  f ind ing  a  so i l  tha t  sus ta ins  us .  We then  need to  nour i sh  th i s

so i l .  What  tha t  th i s  en ta i l s  i s  d i f fe rent  fo r  each  o f  us !
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