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Foreword

Debjani Bhardwaj joined Tashkeel as a member in July 2008.
Now, 10 years later she is part of the fourth edition of our
Critical Practice Programme (CPP), a development initiative
that pairs artists and mentors for one year, resulting in an
exhibition of new work at Tashkeel.

Debjani was one of the first people to exhibit at Tashkeel,

in ‘Vibrations Within’, our inaugural exhibition in Nad Al
Sheba during March 2008. After seeing her work in the show,
I invited her to join the studios and gave her an honorary
membership. Ever since then, | have kept a close eye on

her development and growth as an artist. In 2013, Debjani
enrolled on a Master’s programme at the University of
Creative Arts in the UK. As | followed her progress, | recall
noticing some illustrations set up as if they were going to

be used in a stage set. They were simple yet had something
to share and something to say. | realised then that Debjani
had the potential to go further. | knew that the Tashkeel
Critical Practice Programme would give her the time to think
beyond where she had reached, enable her to make work that
would allow her imagination to play, and give her a platform
to explore her practice in a performative sense; where art
becomes a play and the characters, performers.

Debjani joined the fourth edition of the programme in 2017-
2018 and collaborated with mentors Hassan Meer and Les
Bicknell. Her practice is rooted in storytelling and translating
stories into a visual form. At the beginning of her CPP journey,
she looked into the typical European fairytales we all read
growing up and started to explore the more macabre side

of them. As time went on, she started to examine UAE and
Omani folklore - stories from the oral tradition that were
later written down to be preserved for future generations. In
her own way, Debjani has translated these stories into unique
pieces that are delicately layered, framed and frozen in time
- ready for the viewer to experience momentary fragments
drawn from her interpretation of all that she has read and
heard over the last 12 months.

Lateefa bint Maktoum
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About Tashkeel

Established in Dubai in 2008 by Lateefa bint Maktoum,
Tashkeel seeks to provide a nurturing environment for the
growth of contemporary art and design practice rooted in

the UAE. Through multi-disciplinary studios, work spaces and
galleries located in both Nad Al Sheba and Al Fahidi, it enables
creative practice, experimentation and dialogue among
practitioners and the wider community. Operating on an open
membership model, Tashkeel’s annual programme of training,
residencies, workshops, talks, exhibitions, international
collaborations and publications aims to further practitioner
development, public engagement, lifelong learning and the
creative and cultural industries.

Tashkeel's range of initiatives include: Tanween, which takes

a selected cohort of emerging UAE-based designers through a
nine-month development programme to take a product inspired
by the surroundings of the UAE from concept to completion;
Critical Practice, which invites visual artists to embark on a one-
year development programme of studio practice, mentorship
and training that culminates in a major solo presentation;
MakeWorks UAE, an online platform connecting creatives

and fabricators to enable designers and artists accurate and
efficient access to the UAE manufacturing sector; Exhibitions

& Workshops to challenge artistic practice, enable capacity
building and grow audience for the arts in the UAE; and the
heart of Tashkeel, its Membership, a community of creatives
with access to facilities and studio spaces to refine their skills,
undertake collaborations and pursue professional careers.

Visit tashkeel.org | make.works
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The Critical Practice Programme

The Tashkeel Critical Practice Programme offers sustained

studio support, critique and production of up to one year for
practicing contemporary artists living and working in the UAE. The
programme generally culminates in an exhibition, publication or
other digital/physical outcome. Each artist’s programme is carefully
constructed and built around the individual’s practices and/or
areas of research. Tashkeel works with each artist to identify a

key mentor to both build, challenge and guide them. This mentor
can be an artist, curator, critic or arts professional with whom the
artist feels both comfortable working but also, whose own area

of research and/or practice ties in with the proposed programme
and areas of focus. Ongoing participant updates are posted via a
blog on the Tashkeel website at key points during the programme.
Critical Practice Programme alumni include:

Afra Bin Dhaher undertook research and experimentation through
design and digital photography under the mentorship of Andrew
Starner (NYU Abu Dhabi), resulting in a solo exhibition and
catalogue ‘Hymns to a Sleeper’ at Tashkeel in February 2016.

Vikram Divecha explored the concept of time and money with
mentor, Debra Levine (NYU Abu Dhabi), devising a formula for
the value of time as it relates to the creation of art. His exhibition
‘Portrait Sessions’ at Tashkeel in October 2016 encouraged viewers
to question their economic status.

Hadeyeh Badri chose to explore an intimate account of personal
loss with mentors Roderick Grant and Dr. Alexandra MacGilp,
resulting in the exhibition and panel discussion ‘The Body Keeps
the Score’ at Tashkeel in April 2017.

Raja’a Khalid explored contemporary narratives around class,
luxury and consumer Gulf culture through experimentation and
research with mentors Jaret Vadera and Iftikhar Dadi, resulting in
‘FASTEST WITH THE MOSTEST' at Tashkeel in September 2017.

Lantian Xie convened reading groups throughout 2017 that
examined water, gas, electricity and rent and explored issues such
as hospitality, occupancy, homeliness, precarity, exception

and temporariness.
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Telling Tales - Debjani Bhardwaj
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Debjani Bhardwaj: Artist Bio

Originally from Kolkata, India, Debjani
Bhardwaj completed her MBA at Birla
Institute of Technology, Ranchi, India and
started her career as a financial analyst in
1995. In 2007 having moved to Dubai, she
became a full-time, practicing artist. Debjani
went on to obtain her MA in Fine Art from
the Open College of the Arts, University

for the Creative Arts, UK in 2016. Her first
solo exhibition ‘Spindle, Shuttle, Needle’
was held at Tashkeel (Al Fahidi) in 2011.

Her second solo ‘Seeing the Invisible’ in
2014 was hosted by the French Embassy in
the Sultanate of Oman at the Franco-Oman
Centre, Muscat. Debjani has participated in
more than 50 group shows notably ‘Paper’
(XVA Gallery, Dubai, 2013), ‘Butterflies in My
Stomach’ (XVA Gallery, Dubai, 2014), ‘Nectar
in a Sieve’ (Gallery Sarah, Muscat, 2015),
‘Games People Play’ (First Triannual Print
Show, Museum of CAA, Hang Zhou, China,
2015) and ‘Booked’ (Art Centrix Gallery,
New Delhi, 2016). Debjani has illustrated
two children’s books; ‘World Tales’ a book of
folk tales written by the students of Dubai
International Academy (2009) and ‘A Magic
Place’ (Orient Longman, 2010), a book of
short stories for middle school children in
India. Debjani Bhardwaj currently lives and
works in Muscat, the Sultanate of Oman.

ude Gjlag aigll illgS na algs)lgs uilas Luslg
Ju «lLaglgidill dpu» 3420 00 JIE 8slgu

ddlo dJJa.o_ﬂd.l.Le.oﬂ lgipano Silag @ iaigll il

s_u.u.alu.u,uusudl T..V ple Cilaiil @i .(1990)
g\.n;.u.mal.ou\l.cf N ple jlag iJol8 plgay dilia
dnals 6 rgiaall poiall als oo dlsoall goial
i Saaiall d8looall «duclaadl Ggiall»

WJigo» plgiey lgl spai0 yayes Jol (rilas Jiolal
sagall gu ga «Juduini» BSro (na «pl ntlglo
dihlo Ja ‘audipall 8ylawdl CrabAiwlg T 11 el
«ohio pé g Lo d1gy» Yloiey ulill lguayeo ploc
adg b.n.nwuul.oﬂﬂuuupllj_ﬁ.oﬂum (7. 1¢)
oo welan payee 0. G 81 (s uilas i)l
wgus sl (a gl payeo) «G)9» pasRo Egin
ga gl LAy20) «guhy (o Slailpang (T 1V
18yl srlle) «Juye (8 Gaayrg AT 18 agus vyl
dclh yayc .J9|) «ulidl e dling J(T. 10 héuuo
U.u.aﬂ d.l.o.i.)m» “a1io u_||9_u.u Sialie 6)0 d.S ‘olcu
varo) «jgarong (1. 10 spwall 191 gila «pall

AT 1 ngdogui soudypiian Syl

son Jlebill pulid] Gloguy gragy Ciold Los
L_l_l.Lb lgui$ dueis bauns s«dualle LAY ng“
UU.o» sulill alliyg (T..9) «dylgall (yu> droasi»
(\- I olesigl \_LLIng gl U.cpha_”) +<jabw
<1h_u.|9_wJ| duyaadl .Jl.o.bl lgoriiuug pund yound
igll ra

Olac diblu Jhawe ié Wl Ghaig (ailas Josi

10

goro0 (65 - cirtyns idyrc6|2



Telling Tales - Debjani Bhardwaj

Debjani Bhardwaj: Artist Statement diliall gy :algsjlgy uilas

Storytelling is an important traditional element of the country Juelal gleg (sigll) (nibgo (o lola Uoylai lpaic gasadll dylg)y pisd
of my origin (India) and the country of my residence (Oman) and 0l ud sal of sy uu|;|$.u| dio uug.l.u.ﬂ 3l juaall g i (olos)
therefore the narrative impulse continues to be my motivating Ol gl Loy il allall g u|9.u gl auidl aagl dsfldl auasll
muse. | want to find parallels in the contemporary human duusyi Jloclg drdjg Cibabadg 83820 Ciloguy Crosidiwl adl . paleall
condition in these epic stories. | have used intricately rendered &aloll g dagasdl QB Al odm jgadg .dupe dulla Gilmgyylipu spuail
drawings, papercuts and installations that playfully explore i Jj9geall painsll oia salia sdlaiuellg disonll jgodl cadsil Juallg
bizarre, dreamlike scenarios. Fluctuating between the real and dwalpiadl jlpellg Giliepllg caglioldlg daflpl il 83l dilo dlay

the imagined, these delicate creations probe into the precarious
line between the possible and the impossible. The stories take the

audience through a journey of fragments, false memories, fears, vasig sgupell adall Jgs ua dysglaill dueidl Gl lall ,Jdlo.cl EWIEY]
desires and predatory instincts. gl cl.uJ.vJ| Siluaaidl Go dcgoang e dadlly dgu salsiog dple Lilanl
Gl sdueidl Sl Kall o;.e.l Lol o dlaag .dlaiue lolgo LS-‘9-'
Referencing traditional folk tales from the Arabian Gulf, my works duyellg dagliadl Juasad duiig .gu valh phludll go plleg dijo) dsl
present fleeting moments, fantastical scenes and a menagerie S o dianigi logauy (130 Liej A i A pillg el pasy
of peculiar characters performing impossible tasks. Rather than clyg Lo ] Jaill (] salivell gasi aillg «phaill dialall Jab il yauas
adhering to these folk tales, | have created my own subverted vasy ude cajsill (lay dii aua Johudl G Lo iyayl bl isall
emblematic language and mythologies. My familiar yet uncanny, spalill b lall el spuuaig liwaill gulseil g olyi bo Gi 4] luaiill
non-linear stories resemble illustrations from children’s storybooks J90dllg 4o ulllg walilallg Jlhallg sallg ,piaill dljla) LgI suileolly
but are visually seductive; inviting the viewer to look beyond the Juauad puali olay Baalg dyid dagl na goiai il ,a.na.olsz_“g dualgll
surface and read between the lines. While some of the characters £sylall lgra oy gl dayyhll (e <3 sisyg rguaai llg 3o Al Grh
are recognisable, perhaps what we really should see is a reflection
of ourselves; a sublimation of these moral tales - the warnings, elaiuly «liaii apell dosdo lolal Fradagioml sgiall sgiuall e
the rights, the wrongs, the pleasures, the pains, the obvious and dyloc pa blLaidll gyaablivell i dhali dSp oo Lad .Juhllg cquall
the ambiguous - all on one platform. My stories shift and are delai leli @a9 Girb o pasasll spu
malleable, offering multiple readings according to the viewer'’s
subconscious. alji Lo sulginw 1. 830 83aiell duypell diljlodlg ULo.:um_u.u.ch
vauaillg Glalailly Gilpaddll calidey il Hodll lia (a Gosill
At a technical level, | have explored the playful motion of figures vagesll cba] ] i)l o lgosaiul il b dll casgi .daguiall
using light and shadows alongside kinetic movement in order to I Jsadig .aalg ol g e.u.a|g Hig e.-a|g 9o log duyell jgodllg yauullg
allow a certain degree of audience engagement and participation wuilay Cuil sdspas dayhy Gosaall dilgy auua e Juaa 3l jahill
in the storytelling process. i udi gl (ua dalyg doghic dyiall

I have lived in Oman and the UAE for 10 years. This has given me
the opportunity to delve into a cosmos of characters, cultures and
stories. The techniques employed are aimed at bringing to life

the mystery, the magic, the bizarre, the definite and indefinite
simultaneously. The evolution and finally the manifestation of this
visual storytelling has made my journey sublime and rooted at the
same time.
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Evolving The Epics Ealall jghi
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Telling Tales - Debjani Bhardwaj

A story consists of events that could be the fabric of imagination,
inherited tradition or the legend of ancient history. Stories are
exciting epics reflecting mythology and the memory of mankind.
Their details captivate, taking us into the imagination of others.
They explain practices that remain steadfast in changing times
that are passed down through the generations, inspiring poets
and artists.

Based on the notion of archive and memory, Debjani’s illustrated
stories depict scenes and places (as well as character details)

from these epic stories in a simple yet beautiful manner. She was
initially inspired and influenced by stories from her native India,
a country filled with ancient legends about the Mahabarata as
well as tales of the jungle and religions. These encouraged her to
explore her places of residence, especially the Sultanate of Oman.
As stated by Durkheim, the French sociologist;

“Community legends represent a cumulative collection of the
norms and values of that society or of the important parts it
contains over time.”

All societies have legends and stories according to their political
and social circumstances. They change and reform, reflecting social
conditions or historical accumulation. The East is rich in myth and
is a major source of inspiration for many poets and artists who, in
singing their stories and practicing ancient arts, influenced a large
group of Orientalists, who turned them into research and material
for their paintings. Among them was the French artist Eugéne
Delacroix, the leader of the French Romantic School. His work,
The Death of Sardanapalus, which captures the mythical story

of the Assyrian king Banipal who killed his wives and horses and
committed suicide when he was defeated in a decisive battle, is
just one of many works on the valleys of the East and the women
of the haremlik. Such stories have become rich material for many
who seek the magic of the East; One Thousand and One Nights,
The Adventures of Sinbad the Sailor possess many beautiful and
inspiring symbols for creative practitioners.

Debjani uses poetic imaging in the drawing of her characters,
most of whom are simply depicted with a childish nature; a
reflection of the situation or position affecting them. There are
characters with features that take us to surreal and beautiful
dreamlike worlds. Debjani seeks to find a relationship between
the state of contemporary man and legends, deciphering old
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(Detail) No Safe Place to Hide. 2018. Hand-cut
paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 45 x 61 x 16 cm.

codes and using traditional or modern tools to draw characters
that are simply embodied.

The viewer of the works sees the depth of her technique, accuracy
in drawing dimensions and creating shapes in detail, capturing the
smoothness and contrast in the use of simplified objects; reflecting
the extent to which the artist has remained faithful to the story

in the carefully drawn detail of every work created. By simplifying
shapes, the artist seeks to reach a different language of expression;
to create a direct relationship with the viewer who seeks to explore
the painted icons or the three-dimensional shapes.

Through her journeys in the Middle East including Oman, Debjani
has sought to explore and discover through drawing the invisible
world; accessing inherited traditions that have been passed from
one generation to the next. If we look at her first forays, it is
through the heritage that came from her native India where

she began to discover this hidden world full of epic stories and
legends. Debjani writes;

"My work is a translation of the dreams, nightmares and journeys
that no one before has experienced, entering into the depths of
the future, representing our determination to open up to what

is unexpected in our daily world and the spectacle of absolute
strangeness of characters and things encountered by coincidence.”

Debijani is an artist who invests in experimentation. She expresses
herself through sculpture, ceramics and creating shapes by cutting
paper and working with her hands. By preferring intensive, tangible
and practical methods, she creates visually pleasing pieces. Her
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work is mostly metaphorical and deals with situations and details
of specific stories that her research has led her to. If we enter into
the depths of some of the experiences and stories that inspire her,
we can see how carefully she deals with each detail, crystallising her
characters to achieve a beautiful, inspiring visual manner.

Let us look at her visual translation of the tale ‘Selmah The Brave
Shepherdess’. The Bedouin woman spent her days wandering
across a rough mountain terrain. One day she left her seven goats
in a pen made of the branches of thorny acacia bushes to look for
firewood. When she returned, the sun had gone and a leopard
was inside. Afraid, Selmah rushed to check her goats but the
leopard had killed them all. As Selmah took her revenge, throwing
herself onto the leopard and hitting him with an axe, the animal
dug his claws into her body. When the villagers found Selmah
and the leopard, they were both dead. To honour the brave
shepherdess, seven stars fell from the sky, creating a deep ravine
that filled with fresh water, known as the ‘Falling Star’.

Debjani captures the moment of tragedy, showing it as an
embrace between Selmah and the tiger. Yet within that are
moments of profound revenge on an animal who was overcome
by instinct, and Salma, who - filled with passion - sacrificed her
life for the animals that were so close to her heart. Debjani uses
the white and black to perfectly translate the folk tale, using
inks, pens and dots — as she does in most of her works — to create
transparency as well as illumination within the shapes.

If we delve deeper into Debjani’s work, one of the most famous
tales told by people across the Arabian Gulf on which the artist
has chosen to focus is Umm Al Duwais, a woman with the legs of a
donkey and one hand as a sword who would hunt men down and
use magic to make them fall in love with her. We see the extent to
which the artist captures the plot, creating detail through drawing,
even adding contemporary form to the work with a young, free
girl surrounded by animals and a bee above her arm. In ancient
mythology, the character of Umm Al Duwais is a woman who
covers her face and wears traditional clothes, displaying her charm
only to men to send them into a state of hysteria before revealing
her true form - the legs of a donkey and the arm of a sword.

The artist works with dimensions and creates real spaces in
the work by cutting shapes and composing them in different
layers, separating each layer with other simple spaces. This
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Killing Them Softly. 2018. Hand-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 45 x 61 x 16 cm.
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experimentation is bolder than its two-dimensional counterpart,
giving the impression of depth and the gradation of form. These
bold steps gave the artist a sense of interaction with the tools and
components and an opportunity to experiment with different
materials, introducing movement and light into her contemporary
experiments and creating a new space for her work. These new
experiences that mix light with illustration, creating different
spaces and dimensions, led her to a turning point in her practice.
Debjani’s first experimental steps can be seen in her participation
in the Dubai Artist Residency Programme hosted by Dubai Cultural
Council, which culminated in a presentation during the Creek Art
Fair, Dubai in February 2008. Her first solo show, ‘Spindle Shuttle
Needle’ held at Tashkeel (Al Fahidi) in May 2011, was followed

by a second exhibition entitled ‘Seeing the Invisible’ in 2014 at
the Franco-Oman Centre in Muscat. These and other exhibitions
have encouraged her not only to present her experiences but also
develop them; searching for topics that feed her artistic appetite
and practice. Through the influences, experiments and stories she
has gathered during her time in Oman, one can feel the extent of
her progression and maturity in the design of her subjects.

Graphic design is the best translation of stories and legacies.

All civilisations are full of large archives of interesting stories

and characters that creative practitioners can visually translate,
whether through drawing or other materials. For many artists
and thinkers, the mythology and legends of ancient peoples has
become an inspiration; from their customs to the details of public
as well as hidden lives, enriching humanity with beauty, meaning
and depth of tradition.

Artist and curator Hassan Meer grew up in the capital of Oman,
Muscat. Known for his abstract artwork and photography, he

often reflects obscure symbols of spirituality in his practice. Hassan,

who holds a Master’s degree in Art from Savannah College of Art
and Design, USA, is the Director of Stal Gallery in Muscat.
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Observing a gap and filling it with
connections: Where does creativity
come from and where does one go
to encounter it?

Les Bicknell

What are starting points for the creative act? What stimulates this
action? What are the factors needed to sustain the process?

In my practice | make work that explores the idea of book; what
it means to engage with the form of the book and its associated
processes, components and concepts.

The book is traditionally perceived primarily as a vehicle to
communicate information directly. It is a form that is widely
understood in these terms. Repositioning its context and
redirecting its purpose challenges these very notions and our
relationship to the object. The work becomes a question rather
than an answer; a collaboration in the mind and hand between
maker and reader/viewer.

By questioning this functional aspect of disseminating information
- of making things clearer — the book form in the hands of artists
is free to explore the concept of ‘Bookness’; work that explores
ideas of sequence, order, control, time, revelation, image and text.
This includes the physical properties of the book; the page, gutter,
margin, binding and so on.

When developing successful creative solutions to material
problems, | initiate and undertake rigorous, investigative
methodologies. One example of this methodology is the use of
titles to corral and shape ideas. The title becomes a framework
that supports the development of a paradigm, a world within,
which a maker can inhabit to think and make. This space becomes
a place of sanctuary, a refuge where ideas are projected and
envisaged. Yet its liminal walls offer a permeable playground for
the imagination where ideas can be developed and tested within
their own parameters but informed by the research undertaken
in the field; a place where tentative thoughts are translated into
questions. This process is my starting point for the development of
a body of work. The idea of creating a virtual space to inhabit has
its parallels in the use of a mnemonic device, a learning technique
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Les Bicknell. Folded structure for bookmare, Camberwell College of Art
http://lesbicknell.wixsite.com/work/bookmare

that aids information retention as outlined in The Art of Memory.
The clearest description of the process is that given by Quintilian:

“In order to form a series of places in memory, he says, a building

is to be remembered, as spacious and varied a one as possible, the
forecourt, the living room, bedrooms, and parlours, not omitting
statues and other ornaments with which the rooms are decorated.
Quintilian says one may consider the ideas within the speech to be
remembered anchored in imagination on the places which have been
memorised in the building. This done, as soon as the memory of the
facts requires to be revived, these places are visited in turn and the
various deposits demanded of their custodians revealed. We have
to think of the ancient orator as moving in imagination through his
memory building whilst he is making his speech, drawing from the
memorised places the images he has placed on them.” (E. F. Yates,
The Art of Memory. University of Chicago Press, 1966)

But how to nurture or facilitate a notion, to enable it to become
a possibility, the proto space of pre-idea. Like a particle and a
wave, it makes connections, can be found in two places at once.
Often, it can be physically visualised, the consciousness connecting
the many; its speed of growth indeterminable and uncontrolled.
Teaching at a number of art colleges, my role as an educator is
to enable inspiration and endeavour to instil an understanding
of systems to initially start the creative process and to then focus
it for students; finding ways to create maximum efficiency from
the activity. The process of attempting to support the students’
creativity often informs my own practice.

I recently worked as an artist-in-residence at the NanoTech
Doctoral Training College in Cambridge, UK, collaborating with
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Les Bicknell. Film still from room clean actions in dialogue with object.
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PhD students and academics. The project titled unfoldingthinking
(https://unfoldingthinking.blogspot.co.uk/) set out to extend our
understanding between cutting edge science and contemporary
art, specifically making connections between nanotechnology
and the making of Bookworks. | was embedded within the new
Maxwell Centre at Cambridge University, working within the

labs, engaging with research students to generate a body of new
artwork informed by nanotechnology. The project recognised
similarities, explored possible confluence and developed
connections by researching and deconstructing the physical and
theoretical concerns of scientists working in the nanotechnology
field within the framework of an artist’s practice and creative
thinking. Nanotechnology is an interdisciplinary subject that
impacts on almost every aspect of science and therefore daily

life. Nanotechnology’s relationship to Book Art sits comfortably
within my own approach to the making of books. The book is
viewed as sitting at the margins; part art, part design, a composite
form, often created in collaboration with many individuals from a
number of disciplines. It celebrated the notion of hybridity before
it was recognised as a design methodology. Book Art is intensely
modern, it encompasses contemporary concerns and practices.

Whilst there, the space of not knowing occupied by myself

as an outsider created a revelatory moment. | saw that the
instructors were using subconscious hand gestures alongside
verbal instructions to explain complex scientific concepts and lab
processes. | started to map these gestures in the lab; drawing and
filming them. This generated a series of articulated Bookworks
and films that embody, reflect and have the potential to re-enact
these extraordinary movements in time and space.

Whilst considering the act of being readiness, | am reminded of
the stoic, Seneca when he comments that ‘Luck is what happens
when preparation meets opportunity’. An encounter in the
Gallerie dell’Accademia with the painting The Ambassadors
Return to the English Court by Vittore Carpaccio led to two years
of research studying the fold. The initial point of intrigue which
led to the research came from studying a figure in the foreground
of the painting that was facing the Ambassador thus displaying
his back to the viewer. He wears a garment heavily folded and is
holding a note behind his back, hidden from the Ambassadors
from Brittany. Why, what, how... it seemed important at the
time. | remember that “... a connection was surmised between
the possible character trait of the individual and the wearing of
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a cloth that is gathered or pleated. This initial idea of associating
garment and cloth construction with character traits was
supported by a rush of known connections. Deleuzian thought

on the idea of ‘the hidden’ and of revelation through the process
of creating folds which informs us that to pleat is to reduce, to
diminish, and to withdraw. Unfolding is to increase, to grow, to
gain volume.” (G. Deleuze, The Fold-Leibniz and the Baroque: The
Pleats of Matter. Architectural Design Profile 102: 18, 1993).

Stepping outside is essential. | believe the input of an outsider

or observer enables a fresh understanding of a subject. Assumed
knowledge is swept aside by asking what appears at first glance

to be obvious questions. An artist’s role is as an animator of ideas,
asking questions that are not usually asked but which form the
fundamental building blocks of a subject. A key element of a
creative individual’s life is to be able to communicate ideas to
another person. Often when reflecting on a specific project or body
of work the realisation is that a journey you have taken has led to
a wiser traveller not a new destination, it is you that are changed.

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.
(T.S. Elliot, Four Quartets, 1943)

Les Bicknell explores the concept of ‘Bookness’. The hybrid nature
of the book form has led to many commissions and exhibitions. His
work can be found in numerous public and private international
collections. A desire to collaborate underpins his work, evidenced
by his engagement with a wide range of socially engaged
residencies. Teaching within art institutions informs practice

and fuels creative connections. He is a Senior Lecturer, Norwich
University of the Arts and Course Tutor on the Book Art MA,
Camberwell College of the Arts. Currently he is working within the
Department of Anatomy at Kings College University, working with
medical experts on a synthetic anatomy 3D printing project.
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The Ambassadors Return to the English Court
by Vittore Carpaccio (1495-1500)
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Telling Tales - Debjani Bhardwaj

Les Bicknell: I have been struck by the importance of narrative in
your practice. Talk about the role of storytelling in your life?

Debjani Bhardwaj: | was raised in India, listening to ancient
mythological tales from the Ramayana and Mahabharata. The
‘Ramayana’ is an idealistic story about the victory of good over
evil. The Mahabharata is a dark, complex tale... each character is
flawed, human and relatable. | was also an avid reader of Hans
Christian Anderson and Grimm'’s fairy tales. | do not remember a
time when my head was not full of these unreal people, things
and events. As a child, | was intrigued by the alternate universes
these stories created. Now, as an adult and as an artist, they
continue to spill into my drawings.

Middle Eastern folk tales are at the root of your new body of
work. What lessons can we learn from them today?

Folk tales from the Middle East were not merely narrated to
amuse and entertain but also to instruct and teach important

life lessons. Beyond the vivid, shiny surfaces of folk tales we can
glimpse an entire history of family, society and cultural mores. The
genre’s themes are real life themes and the passions are real life
passions... getting by and getting what you want, knowing how
odds are stacked and that all might be lost. Luck is powerful, but
resourcefulness is praiseworthy.

I'm interested in the similarities and differences of the storytelling
traditions you work and live within; the space in between. What is
the role of translation in your work?

Human beings in all societies have always needed these untrue
stories. These stories are all pervasive and perpetual, like
language, like play. Storytelling continues to be my motivator and
muse. My visual narratives get transported from ancient roots to
contemporary interpretations. My endeavour is to make visible
what is invisible. Narratives are about culture; in storytelling, the
narrator manufactures a cultural identity on a macro level and an
individual identity on a personal level.
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In the invisible overlap in your drawings, you make use of the
idea of hybrid. Is this in some way a result of your cultural make-
up having many facets?

For as long as stories have been told, they have contained
creatures who are part-human, part-animal. The most prominent
hybrid in Hindu iconography is elephant-headed Ganesha, god of
wisdom, knowledge and new beginnings. Hanuman is a mighty
warrior god, part monkey, part human.

Metamorphosis, or the instability of natural forms, has been
depicted in literary narratives such as Gogol's Nose, Caroll's Alice in
Wonderland and Kafka’s Metamorphosis. Men transforming into
women, children changing into birds and beasts, animal changing
into plants and stones have constituted one of the primary
pleasures of fantasy.

The imagery of hybrids | grew up with are embedded in my
subconscious mind and influence my drawings. At the centre of
all these myths is the universal truth that beneath our human
exterior, we are ultimately animals. The hybrids in my work
represent the humanity in animals or animality in humans and are
metaphors for a social world tuned to the bestial and violent.

What does the seemingly laborious act of cutting by hand bring
to your practice?

I like the physicality of using my hands — drawing, tearing,

pasting, bleaching, bending, boiling, bandaging, piercing, slicing,
pressing. The invisibility of my hand in the work interests me - the
detail, the skill, the imperfections and the durational element — a
complete break from digitally rendered or mass-produced objects
we are surrounded with. The transformative nature of cutting into
a ubiquitous, sparse surface like paper, using minimal material, like
a blade, provides endless possibilities for converting the material
from opaque to transparent, from flat to sculptural, from rigid

to delicate, and from ordinary to exquisite. | love this challenge.
Moreover, making with my hand helps me embrace chance,
randomness and the relinquishing of control. | do not know what
the outcome will be. It allows me to “think with my hands.”
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My practice exists in the slippery state of knowing and not
knowing, based on a strong belief that matter actively delimits
the forms it can take and is an active participant in the process of
making. If we are willing to listen, the materials we work with (our
bodies, wood, paper, paint, clay) will tell us which forms they can
hold and which they cannot. | feel inanimate objects have secret
lives, motivations and intentions. The figurative vignettes | make
require a certain spontaneity. The emphasis is on the process of
making. | focus on the now without thinking about the outcome.

I like “the slippery state of knowing and not knowing.” Could you
talk about your relationship with intuition; identifying a moment
to act or the route to take?

Art is about chance-taking; about holding certainty at bay long
enough to discover something. | risk something when | start a
work. | try to do something that | haven't tried before... an idea, a
move that | don’t know is viable. The only way | can know whether
it is a sound move is by carrying it through to completion. Process
means making something physical — bringing into existence,

and that cannot be achieved discursively. It requires perception
harnessed to intuition...

As an artist, | do not work necessarily with very vivid, visual,
cerebral processes. | try to find the things that work and those
that fail. If something doesn’t work it carries an enormous amount
of information with it. Which is why it is important for me not
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to think too much, but instead make, draw, paint, fail, make,
draw, paint and repeat. In an age of information overload, | make
better decisions with snap judgments rather than with volumes of
analysis. If the big picture is clear enough, then | take a decision
based on it, without using a magnifying glass. So, | believe in
trusting my intuitive sense. | am never afraid of failing.

Is the concept of the ‘self-portrait’ within your work deliberate?

That began as a practicality: If | wanted to capture a particular
pose, of someone hunching or bending down, I'd use myself as

a model. | discovered that the process of getting the poses right
became like a private performance: as | was doing it | was getting
into the mindset of the character and her feelings: malicious,
vulnerable, uncertain, calm or content. Through this private
activity, | have a connection with the narrative. My work is not
direct self-portraiture, but there is a significant part of me in there
and naturally reflects what | am feeling at the time.

Risk and failure are important aspects of your practice. The
building of a conceptual safe space is essential. What role has The
Critical Practice Programme played in this process?

The Critical Practice Programme made me traverse uncharted
territory. It helped me work within a supported environment to
attempt and explore the radical potential of paper, which | was
curious about, but had never tried. There are endless ways paper
can be drawn on, cut, and manipulated, both two-dimensionally
and sculpturally. This period of dedicated time allowed me
plunge headlong into it and experiment endlessly, while receiving
constant feedback and critique from my mentors.
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Night in a Deep Well. 2018.
Laser-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 22.5 (H) x 22.5 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts three girls trapped inside a well and is inspired by the tale
‘Ain Al Zaman' from the book Halimah and the Snake and other Omani Stories
by Grace Todino Gonguet (Stacey International, 2008). The story is about three
sisters who are rude and disobedient to their father. He decides to punish them
for their insolence and sends them off to the woods to collect fruits. There is a
well in the woods covered by bracken into which the girls fall.
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The Eye Thief. 2018.
Laser-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 22.5 (H) x 22.5 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts a man'’s eyes being pecked by a crow. The work is inspired
by the tale ‘Asif's Betrayal’ from the book Halimah and the Snake and other
Omani Stories by Grace Todino Gonguet (Stacey International, 2008). The story
is about two close friends, Asif and Gamal, who go on a trip deep into the
desert. Asif plans to steal Gamal’s property and so blinds him, leaving his friend
in the desert to die. However, Gamal is saved by kind desert creatures while
Asif faces a bitter future.
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How Sleep the Brave. 2018.
Laser-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 22.5 (H) x 22.5 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts a dead girl embracing a dead leopard, surrounded by kid
goats. The work is inspired by the story ‘The Brave Shepherdess’ from the

book Omani Folk Tales by Hatim Al Taie and Joan Pickersgill (Al Roya Press and
Publishing House, 2008). This story is about Selmah, a Bedouin shepherdess
whose goats are attacked and killed by a leopard. Selmah takes revenge on the
leopard, wielding her axe. Both Selmah and the leopard die in combat.
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Devour. 2018.
Laser-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 22.5 (H) x 22.5 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image is inspired by the jinn Hemarat El Ghayla who swallows children
who venture out alone in the heat of the afternoon. The tale serves as a
deterrent to children, warning them not to go outdoors and get dehydrated.
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Killing Them Softly. 2018.
Hand-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 45 (H) x 61 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts Umm Al Duwais, a jinn with a sword for a right hand and donkey legs
surrounded by an ibex, a flamingo and sparrows. This story is inspired by the tale ‘True Love’
written by Fatima Naser Saleh Mubarak Al Mansoori and published in the book The Story Mile
(Zayed University Press, 2014) edited by Brione LaThrop, Jeffry Maggard, Lisa Ball-Lechgar,
Abdul Aziz Mussalam.
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The Sea Around Us. 2018.
Hand-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 45 (H) x 61 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts the mountains in the Strait of Hormuz with a seascape. The mountains
have the figures of three shrouded women - Salama and her three daughters. There are
giant whirlpools and a boat is about to crash into the rocks. This work is inspired by the
story ‘Salama and Her Daughters’ written by Fatima Naser Saleh Mubarak Al Mansoori and
published in the book The Story Mile (Zayed University Press, 2014).
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No Safe Place to Hide. 2018.
Hand-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 45 (H) x 61 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts a girl lying inside a cave with stalactites and stalagmites. Snakes crawl over
her body. The work is inspired by the tale ‘Halimah and the Snakes’ from the book Halimah
and the Snake and other Omani Stories by Grace Todino Gonguet (Stacey International, 2008).
In this story, a girl is thrown into a snake pit by her stepmother but the snake is a jinn who
turns into a rich merchant and marries the girl. When the stepmother sees her good fortune,
she throws her own daughter into the snake pit only for the daughter to be killed.
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The Palm Tree Bride. 2018.
Hand-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 45 (H) x 61 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts a girl getting married to a palm tree and is inspired by the tale ‘The
Talking Tree’ from the book Halimah and the Snake and other Omani Stories by Grace Todino
Gonguet (Stacey International, 2008). In this story, a woman named Najla believes in the
superstition that should she bear a daughter, she would make a sacrifice by marrying her to

a particular majestic date palm tree in the village. Her daughter is born and when she comes
of age, she hears the palm tree speaking to her, urging her to fulfil the promise. The mother
marries her daughter Aisha to a date palm tree as promised. However, it turns out that a rich
merchant was hiding behind the tree and speaking to Najla. The merchant marries Aisha and
they live happily ever after.
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The Sister’s Song. 2018.
Hand-cut paper, wooden box, MDF, LED. 45 (H) x 61 (W) x 16 (D) cm.

The image depicts twin girls surrounded by creatures from the natural world and is inspired
by the story ‘Mirror Images’ written by Shamma Humaid Obaid Humaid Al Mansoori and
published in the book The Story Mile (Zayed University Press, 2014). The story is about a girl
who, jealous of her gentle twin sister, seeks help from Umm Al Heilan. She curses her, bringing
harm and injury to herself instead of her twin.
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Nocturnal Games. 2018.
Wood, fabricated iron sheet, digital print on paper. 51.20 (H) x 60 cm diameter.

The praxinoscope was an animation device, the successor to the zoetrope. It was invented

in France in 1877 by Charles-Emile Reynaud. Like the zoetrope, it used a strip of pictures
placed around the inner surface of a spinning cylinder. Someone looking in the mirrors would
therefore see a rapid succession of images producing the illusion of motion, with a brighter
and less distorted picture than the zoetrope offered. The viewer may spin the praxinoscope,
revealing a set of moving drawings depicting the artist playing with the Jinn ‘Umm Al Duwais'.
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The Tongue and the Heart. 2018.
Digital print on wood, ribbons. 42 (H) x 32 (W) x 1 (D) cm.

The Jacob's ladder is a traditional toy consisting of six blocks of white wood held together by
ribbons and with a wooden handle. As the ladder is held at one end, blocks cascade down the
strings. The artist presents two pen and ink drawings printed on the front and the back of the
wood. Held up, one image is shown at a time and when tilted, the blocks reverse, revealing

the second image. The first is that of a girl holding a heart on a tray while the second is of a
girl also holding a heart on a tray. The drawings are inspired by the story ‘Lugman the Wise’
from the book Folk Tales from the Arabian Peninsula: Tales of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, The United Arab Emirates and Yemen by Nadia Jameel Taibah and Margaret Read
MacDonald (Libraries Unlimited, 2015).
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The Boy Who Left Home to Trick Them All. 2018.
Fabricated wood, acrylic, laser-cut PET plastic, LED lights. 200 (H) x 120 (W) cm.

The imagery in this large tunnel book is inspired by the folk tale ‘Abu Nawas the Trickster
from the book Folktales from the Arabian Peninsula: Tales of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, The United Arab Emirates, and Yemen (World Folklore) by Nadia Jameel Taibah
and Margaret Reed MacDonald (Libraries Unlimited, 2015).
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Aliens, Tricksters and Shapeshifters. 2018.
Wooden blockes, pen and ink, colour pencils on wood, iron rod. 60 (H) x 20 (W) x 20 (D) cm.

Cadavre Exquis (Exquisite Corpses) is similar to the old parlour game, ‘Consequences’. It was
invented in 1925 in Paris by the surrealists Yves Tanguy, Jacques Prévert, André Breton and
Marcel Duchamp. The toy comprises three blocks of wood with a metal rod threaded through
to connect. Each block mechanically swivels around the rod when pushed gently. The heads,
body and legs of four characters are drawn on the vertical face of the wooden blocks: Umm Al
Duwais, Umm Al Heilan, Hermrat Al Ghailah and Baba Dariyah. When any of the three blocks
are turned, the parts of the body of each character are interchanged creating new figures. The
viewer is encouraged to play with this interactive toy and be surprised.
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Lost in a Jinn Forest. 2018.
Shadow installation. Fabricated perspex, laser-cut paper, LED
light. Size variable.

The characters in this artwork are the Jinns Umm Al Duwais,
Hemrat Al Ghailah and Salama and her Daughters.
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(Detail) Half Truth and Other Confessions.
2016. Hand cut paper, pen and ink, colour
pencils, cardboard. 40 x 30 cm.

The communication between them was
abruptly cut by a foreign hand.
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(Detail) Half Truth and Other Confessions.
2016. Hand cut paper, pen and ink, colour
pencils, cardboard. 30 x 20 cm.

She occasionally preferred to hide inside a
washing machine.
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Octopuss. 2011. Lino print on acid free paper. 35 x 50 cm.

The octopus and the cat jointly predicted the World Cup
football outcomes that year.
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Wolf Girl in Sheep’s Clothing. 2010. Lino print on acid free
paper. 35 x 50 cm.

She was a menacing wolf dressed as a gentle sheep.
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On A Two Headed Horse. 2011. Etching and
drypoint on copper plate printed on paper and
colour pencils. 71 x 52 cm.
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even wore her masks and began to look like her.
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Debjani Bhardwaj: Resume

Education: MA Fine Arts, Open College of the
Arts, University of Creative Arts, UK (2013-2016)

Solo Exhibitions:

2015
Shadows of the Wind, Bait Muzna Gallery, Muscat

2014
Seeing the Invisible, Franco-Oman Centre, Muscat

2011
Spindle Shuttle Needle, Tashkeel, Dubai

Group Exhibitions:

2018
Made in Tashkeel, Tashkeel, Dubai

2017

Art Studio of Illustrations, Gallery Sarah, Muscat
Tehkhana, Art Centrix Gallery, New Delhi
Portraits, Stal Gallery, Muscat

2016
Connectivity, Tashkeel, Dubai
Booked, Art Centrix Gallery, New Delhi

2015

Nectar in a Sieve, Gallery Sarah, Muscat

Sikka Art Fair, Design House, Dubai

Made in Tashkeel, Tashkeel, Dubai, Games People
Play: First Triannual Print Show, Museum of CAA,
Hang Zhou, China

Black & White, Art Centrix Gallery, New Delhi
Small Works Exhibition, Omani Society for Fine
Arts, Muscat

25" Annual Exhibition, Omani Society for Fine
Arts, Muscat

The | Within, Art Centrix Gallery, New Delhi

2014

Art 100x100, Bait Zubair Museum, Muscat
It’s All Square, JamJar, Dubai

Butterflies in my Stomach, XVA, Dubai

2013
Chess, Book Exchange, Chaap Foundation, Baroda
Wild Things, FNDesign Studios, Dubai

Paper, XVA Gallery, DIFC, Dubai
Metamorphosis, Tashkeel, Dubai

The Infusion of Impossible Things, XVA, Dubai
Art4Sight in aid of Noor Foundation, Dubai

2012

Mawtini, Tashkeel, Dubai

To the Moon, XVA, Dubai

Made in Tashkeel, Tashkeel, Dubai

Making Marks, Print Making Centre, New Jersey,
Wall Mural Project, Ghalya's Museum of Modern
Art, Muscat

22" Annual Exhibition, Omani Society of Fine Arts,
Muscat

2011

Guess the Artist, Ghaf Gallery, Abu Dhabi

Noun al Neswa, Marsam Mattar Gallery, Dubai
As the Saying Goes, Tashkeel, Dubai

Three Keys, American University in Dubai, Dubai
Made in Tashkeel, Tashkeel, Dubai

2010

Creative Plush Toy Project, Zayed University, Al
Fahidi, Dubai

Mega Toy Exhibition, DIFC, Dubai

Made in Tashkeel, Tashkeel, Dubai

Express Yourself in 30x30, Ghaf Gallery, Abu Dhabi
Print Exchange: The Sketchbook Project, Brooklyn
Art Library, New York

2009

Kaleidoscope, Indian Embassy in UAE

Silent Conversations, Tashkeel, Dubai

Made in Tashkeel, Tashkeel, Dubai

Art Oasis 2009, JamJar, Dubai

Night of 1000 Drawings, Art Sawa, Dubai
Assumptions, Zayed University, Dubai

0.06 & 2mm Diameter, Zayed University, Dubai

2008

Dubai Artist Residency Programme hosted by
Dubai Cultural Council & Creek Art Fair
Vibrations Within, Tashkeel, Dubai
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Telling Tales Activities Programme

Join us on a journey into the magical world through puppets, paper cuts and handmade
silhouettes with Debjani Bhardwaj and Tashkeel. Register for workshops at tashkeel.org

Wednesday 19 September — Tuesday 30 October
Exhibition Tours

Free of charge / Call to book

Book a 30-minute guided tour of ‘Telling Tales’
between 10am and 5pm, Saturday to Thursday.
Find out about the artist Debjani Bhardwaj and
how she created the artworks. Learn about the
stories depicted and their role in Emirati and Omani
culture. Suitable for young people and adults.

Saturday 22, 29 September & 6 October / 10-11am
Telling Tales Saturday Storytelling

Free of charge / Drop in

Are you sitting comfortably? Then we’ll begin. Join
us on a journey into Emirati and Omani folklore.
Draw as you listen to the myths and legends that
appear in Debjani Bhardwaj’s incredible artworks.
Suitable for children 4 years and upwards.

Saturday 22, 29 September

& 6, 13, 20, 27 October / 11am-12pm

Telling Tales Saturday Screenings

Free of charge / Drop in

The pioneering films of Lotte Reiniger brought the
magic of silhouette puppetry to the silver screen.
Watch a few of the 60 animated films she created
in her lifetime, including Aladdin & The Magic
Lamp (1954) Snow White & Rose Red (1954) and
Cinderella (1922). Suitable for children of all ages!

Saturday 22 September / 10.30am-4.30pm

Tunnel Vision Workshop

Fee: AED 150 +VAT (including materials & lunch)
Tunnel books are a series of pages that are held
together by folded strips of paper, giving the
illusion of depth and perspective. ‘Telling Tales’
artist Debjani Bhardwaj will teach the art of papers
cuts so that each participant can draw, cut and
create their own four-layer tunnel book. Suitable
for adults (18 yrs+).

Sunday 23 September / 6-9pm

Tinderbox Workshop

Fee: AED 75 +VAT (including materials)

Using the art of silhouette, paper cuts and
handmade books, work with ‘Telling Tales' artist
Debjani Bhardwaj to build your very own Tinderbox
story that you can take home and share with loved
ones. Suitable for adults (18 yrs+).

Wednesday 26 September / 6-9pm

Shadow Play Workshop

Fee: AED 75 +VAT (including materials)

Shadow play is an ancient form of storytelling,
which uses cut-out figures that are held between

a light source and a translucent screen. Working

in small groups, join ‘Telling Tales’ artist Debjani
Bhardwaj to produce a scripted story, which will be
used to develop puppets and scenes. Each group
will then film and narrate their puppets to create a
digital masterpiece! Suitable for adults (18 yrs+).

Every Tuesday from 25 September / 4-5.30pm
After School Arts Club
Fee: AED 50 +VAT (including materials)

Tashkeel’s all-new club kicks off in September
with a fun silhouette portraiture workshop

led by ‘Telling Tales' artist Debjani Bhardwaj.

A popular way to recreate an image before

the arrival of photography, this traditional
technique will get you working with cutting
paper, collage and drawings to create beautiful
and unique portraits that you can take home to
your family.

Join us in October for lots more workshops that
will drive your imagination wild!

Suitable for young people aged 8-14 yrs.

Saturday 29 September / 10.30am-4.30pm

Garden Sails Workshop

Fee: AED 150 +VAT (including materials & lunch)
What does it mean to be in a place, to look
through and into something, to remove the

frame from a picture? ‘Telling Tales’ artist Debjani
Bhardwaj guides you in constructing drawings that
act as a record of your visit to Tashkeel. There will
be plenty of drawing and collecting of materials to
use in developing intricate paper cuts and stencils
that form part of a collective installation. Suitable
for adults (18 yrs+).

Workshops and tours for schools and universities
also available.

For more information or to book, call Tashkeel
on 04 336 3313 or email tashkeel@tashkeel.org
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