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The Supreme Consciousness, the 
Divine Feminine and the Colours of 
Creation in Seema Kohli’s Art
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Ms Seema Kohli is a contemporary Indian Artist based in Delhi.  Her creative repertoire is eclectic, encompassing a 
wide range of mediums ranging from painting, murals, experiential installation performances, films to installations, 
sculptures and each a unique expression of her style.  She has been practising for 35 years and has had over 30 
solo shows in places including Venice, Brussels, Melbourne, London, New York, Dubai, Singapore Delhi, Mumbai, 
Hyderabad, Bangalore. She has participated in International Biennales (Venice, Shanghai, India), Art fairs (Hong Kong, 
Basel, Beijing, Madrid, India) and her work can also be seen in the public realm as murals of 10’ x 100’ at the T3 
Delhi International Airport, Mumbai International/Domestic Airport, the Defense Ministry, Tata Residency, Manipal 
University, ONGC, Tata Center of Excellence, Park Hyatt, Chennai, Lila Hotel-Delhi, Bangalore among others. She has 
received the Gold at Florence Biennale 2009,1 Premio “Video, the YFLO Women Achiever’s Award, the LKA Lifetime 
Achievement Award for Women in 2008. She met with Ms Kritika Mudgal at her studio in Rajender Nagar and 
answered some questions for Vihangama.

Q. You refer to yourself as a self-taught artist- what was 
your journey like? How important do you think an 
institutionalised education in art is?

I have an institutional background- I went to South Delhi 
Polytechnic and did an Applied Arts course for 3 years, 
before that I studied Philosophy (Hons.) at Miranda 
House. Even before my institutionalised training, I felt I 
was an artist. I was experimenting: as a 13 or 14-year-old I 
was already painting on upstretched canvases with my oil 
paints, though I didn’t know how to go about it. My journey 
was very interesting even before I joined an institution and 
that is the reason I call myself a self-taught artist; because 
as an artist even to understand the mediums and use the 
mediums is very very individual. Each artist must use the 
medium to his advantage.

We are not a gharaana. As an artist we walk a very individual 
path. Our minds are totally our own; we create our own 
universes according to our own imaginations or fantasies 
or philosophies or ideologies. Which is why I always felt 
that I was more of a self-taught artist even if I went to an 
institution. I feel institutions are very important as long as 
they give us a chance to explore mediums- they are the 
places to be introduced to the mediums. 

But in today’s day institutions can also be your USP, your 
way or stepping stone into the art world and your way to 
connections which is something I did not want to use. 

Q. Your central theme and a constant exploration in 
your works- Creation, harmony between the male and 
female, the Golden Womb is very intriguing. Could you 

please share your ideas around these themes?
It is really complex and very simple at the same time. 
From the very beginning I have been working on the 
concept of the feminine and inspite of the feminine the 
balance of gender. The idea of gender comes on a much 
lower kind of hierarchy in my mind. For me everything 
is feminine. Everything has emerged from the feminine. 
Due to different compositions, the feminine has worn 
an outer garb of so many different beings. The simple 
mythological story of Saraswati, tells you so many different 
things. She moulded the self into so many different forms, 
each a complete whole- and that is how we believe that 
the creation of different beings took place. So, for me, 
everything emerged from the feminine. 

Why was this form that came from the Supreme 
Consciousness feminine? Because only the feminine had 
the power to create- it had a womb, a garbh.  And the 
moment that garbh, the feminine wants to expand; because 
it will expand, everything feminine will expand- breath will 
expand, vision will expand- I am talking of the sensibilities. 
Everything that is expanding has a womb, has a power 
to create. Now when this expansion is taking place, that 
expands into various beings and various elements, which 
are also nature: animals, reptiles, fishes, male or female. 

As a woman I am not different, I am as equal as a man, as 
equal as a duck or a fish. I am not greater just because I 
have taken the form of a woman. My idea of the feminine 
is different from the “woman.” The woman is a part of the 
Divine Feminine, and the Divine Feminine is Giving. 
The only aspect we have of that Divine Feminine is that 
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we have been blessed with the same physical attribute of 
Creation or Womb. Now if as a woman, we respect that 
idea of constant expansion- an expansion of mind, of 
body and different bodies- we become a part of that. If we 
constrict ourselves, we become an attribute of something 
else, of another element; it can be a male, a female, a bird 
or a reptile, anything. 

I did an installation called Ouroborus in which I dealt with 
the idea of 84 lakh yonis. 

Some 25 years back, a pundit/pujari was explaining a Yajur 
Veda mantra to me:

“Om Hiranyagarbha samavartatagre bhutasya jatah 
patireka asita|

Sa dadhara prithivim dyamutemam kasmai devaya havisha 
vidhema||”

He explained there is One Supreme Consciousness,which 
is nither male or female, it’s a composite amalgamation 
of both, it is Aradhnareshwar that has the Golden Womb 
or the Hiranyagarbha, which holds multiple universes, 
galaxies in its lap. It is constantly procreating- generating, 
re-generating, positively recycling everything! You can 
imagine, as an artist, it is such a wonderful concept. 
It still gives me goosebumps everytime I talk about it.  
I then read the Garbha Purana, and other texts- wherever 
there was a mention of the Hiranyagarbha I read it, be 
it in the Upanishads or anywhere else. For me studying 
scriptures, philosophies, different ideologies is my main 
source, or it is my method of satisfying my hunger. That 
is when I recognised that the texts were referring to Surya 
which we constantly revere. Rig Veda mein, Sama Veda 
mein, har jagah, Surya ko hi unhone Hiranyagarbha kaha.  
It is never ending; it is constantly procreating. Now when 
I was working, the Divine Feminine wanted her space 
in it! There was a constant struggle between my Divine 
Feminine and Surya. I was still seeing Surya as a male form, 
I was not seeing it as Ardhanarishvara, I was not seeing it as 

a composite form. Somewhere down the line, because of 
my own training, for various reasons, I could only see Surya 
only as a male form. 

The Hiranygarbha has caught hold of me, it does not let go, 
I have been working with this concept for many years now. 
It fascinates me, the dance of life is happening everywhere, 
in everything I see. It is so beautiful, it has its own rhythm, 
spontaneity, it has its own breath, it has its own span of life, 
and then it does not end there, it comes back again as life! 
So this is the feminine form for me. 

Q. How do you think the artist has the power to alter 
perceptions or break the status quo in society?

An artist can only be a fragrance.  I cannot be a messenger;  
I should not be a messenger. Everyone’s belief is different. 
What is good for me may not be good for you; what you 
believe in may not be my belief, but the idea of love is 
universal. Love is intrinsic. I do not want to enter a space 
in which I become a messenger or where I’m trying to 
motivate people to do something. 

I am happy being a Khoji, I want to be a Khoji. I want to 
be a person who is constantly inquisitive. The idea of love 
however, is something that is intrinsic to everybody, and I 
want to give that. I have nothing else but that. I can just say 
we are all the same; we come from the same womb. The 
whole idea of my work is that we share the same space. 
Hum ek hi garbh se upje hain, humara ek hi stotra hai. 

Q. Other than your spirituality, do you subscribe to any 
formalised faith?

Formalised faith… I am born in a Hindu family, so I 
understand it. Sikhism is another faith, which inspires me 
a lot. When we were growing up, my grandfather’s best 
friend, who is like my closest friend my Master my guide, 
has a great influence. He is one of the people I have been 
closest to- he was a Sikh. 

I think as an Indian we are so blessed to understand 
different faiths, to be able to incorporate them in our 
lives subconsciously. Even for that matter, Sufism… My 
parents came from Greater Punjab, the verses of Sufis were 
ingrained in our system while growing up- Bulle Shah, 
Baba Fareed, Rumi, they were always there. 

I also relate to Tantra. I am already in the process of doing 
a project on the 64 Yoginis. Of those 64 yoginis the imagery 
of some of these Yogini’s already exist in the temples and I 
created the others. Energy is constantly multiplying; in any 
form- the yoginis are the carriers of energy.  

Q. Could you share a bit about your painting process/
technique?

My work is a lot of storytelling, a lot of elements. It is like 
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chanting; it is my symbolism. I started making borders; 
it is more of a meditation before starting the painting. 
To some people it is decorative, which is fine. For me it 
is my meditation. A lot of artists make rough drafts, they 
plan, but for me there is no plan. I just start with a simple 
prayer of Guru Shukra Vigneshwara Namah: Let the Lord 
of luxuries and the Lord of Intellect come together and 
reside on my canvas.

This is a small prayer that I do and with that I start, first 
with silver leafing on my canvas. After the silver leafing I 
deoxidise it. After that I start with my washes. Those washes 
are for me, layers of sub consciousness. There are 10-15 
washes and then you cannot see through to the silver after 
that. Jo andar ka aks hai who nazar hi nahi aata hai. People 
ask me then what is the use of using silver? Maybe there is 
no use for them, but there is for me. I am telling a story, this 
is my story, and the story of each and every canvas starts like 
that. It has to delve deep in my sub conscious. It has got to 
go there; my story has to go to the deepest layer of silver; 
probe there, scratch there and build out something from 
there. Everything becomes a process for me. 

Q. What about your performative art? How did you come 
to be a part of your installations?

At some point or another, all children love to mimic, look 
at themselves in the mirror, and narrate their own stories 
to themselves. I’ve been a great believer in myself- I could 
believe I could be this or that, I could be a lot of things. 

But other than that, as I said, for me each canvas has a 
life. The images in the canvas talk to me, I talk to them. 
Sometimes when I really enjoy an image, or a symbol or 
a story, I want to be a part of it. It is in my dialogue with 
them, my stories and symbols that I get the suggestion of 
doing, say a sculpture. There are times when these images 
got compelling. They demand a medium if not a sculpture, 
then a 3D painting, an installation or simply take me into 
an experiential performance.

Sometimes, I get caught up. The form demands movement. 
I want to move, I want to be you. Now how do you make 
a line move? That’s a difficult prospect. I like to give in 
to that demand, and that’s how my mediums have come 
about- when they have demanded a certain life out of me, 
a different dimension that they want to enter. After all, as 
I work, I am entering a different dimension too. I enter a 
single sheet or a canvas and I become this line. But when 
this line wants to enter a different dimension of movement, 
how do I do it? That is when my performance comes 
about. That’s the reason I always call it an experiential 
performance. Again it’s not something that I plan and do. 
It is spontaneous.

Q. What is your favourite medium?

As a child it was the pencil I would endlessly write and 
draw everywhere. Line, is my favourite still. Sculptors 
might see their art in different mediums- they might be 
fascinated with, say rocks, other objects like stone or wood, 
similarly for me it is the line. I really like that mystery of the 
movement. Sometimes it happens that you are envisioning 
something in a certain way and it takes a completely 
different form- that is also very interesting to me. 

Q. Are there any contemporary artists that you admire? 
Do you have any favourites?

I do not have any favourite contemporary artists, they might 
be my friends and I might admire what they are doing 
though. I do admire a few artists like Luis Borges, Grayson 
Perry,; there is also Somnath Hore, KG Subramanium in 
the Indian context, but I can’t say that any one “inspired 
me” or they are my favourites.

Q. What are your lesser known talents or hobbies?

I will be honest; it is very difficult for me to break out of 
being an artist. But umm…I write. I am a mother, I love 
being a mother, even though my kids have now grown up. 
That is one creation of mine, which has also expanded and 
has its own mind and their own ideas, existence. 

I love to travel! You just have to tell me and I’ll pack my 
bags and go.

8
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Collaborations

IGNCA signs MoU with 
Pondicherry University

The Pondicherry University and Indira Gandhi 
National Centre for the Arts (IGNCA), New Delhi 

are pleased to announce their collaboration in doing joint 
research activities of mutual interest on reciprocal basis, 
and exchange of information and publication on the 

successful completion of research of 
the research project(s). In this regard, 
Pondicherry University and Indira 
Gandhi National Centre for the Arts, 
New Delhi signed  a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) in the 
Executive Council Hall of the 
university in the presence of many 
Deans of the Schools, Heads of the 
Departments, faculty members, and 
research scholars. 

Prior to signing the MOU, Prof. Anisa 
Basheer Khan, Vice Chancellor 
(officiating) gave a brief introduction 
about the university and the facilities 
available for teaching and conducting 
research in different areas. Then 
Prof. Sachchidanand Joshi, Member 
Secretary gave a detailed account of 
works done and doing by the IGNCA 
for the understanding of the faculty 
members. Prof. Sachchidanand Joshi 
highlighted the historical significance 
of the MoU.

This collaboration will allow 
IGNCA to leverage on Pondicherry 
University’s know-how, technological 
and expertise in documenting, 
preserving and disseminating cultural 
and heritage information to reach 
wide audience. This MOU also 
provides an opportunity to conduct 
intensive research in art and culture, 
heritage, history, anthropology, 
manuscriptology, performing arts and 

their applications in education and research of all levels. 
For both institutions, the collaboration is significant as it 
symbolizes the fusion of culture, heritage and technology. 

Officials from IGNCA and Pondicerry University at the MoU Signing
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At the MoU signing between Pondicherry 
University and IGNCA.

Prof Anjali Gupta, Vice Chancellor, Guru 
Ghasidas Vishwavidyalaya, Bilaspur visits 
IGNCA

Workshop cum Performance on Nagpuri 
Dance at the Eastern Regional Centre in 
Ranchi

Hon’ble MoS for Culture and Tourism (IC) Dr 
Mahesh Sharma addresses the audience at 
Rashtriya Sangoshti under IGNCA’s Bharat 
Vidya Prayojana series.

Prof. Amisa Basheer Khan, VC, Pondicherry 
University at the Conservation Unit, IGNCA

Release of the previous Vihangama issue at 
the Rashtriya Sanghosti programme

A MoU was signed between IGNCA and 
Publications Division, Ministry of Information and 
Broadcasting. 

Pandit Raghunandan Panshikar performs 
at the 8th Bhinn Shadaj Concert. He is 
accompanied by Pandit Vinod Lele and Dr 
Vinay Mishra

The IGNCA Officers and staff celebrating 
International Yoga Day

EVENTS AT      A GLANCE

10
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Member Secretary, IGNCA discusses future 
collaborations with Major General Gupta, 
Chairman, INTACH and Dr Saryu Doshi, Trustee 
IGNCA and other officials.

EVENTS AT      A GLANCE

Dr Harendra Prasad Sinha during his 
lecture on “The Archaeological Remains 
of Jharkhand” at IGNCA’s Eastern Regional 
Centre in Ranchi

Colours of Darkness in collaboration with 
Blind New World

Hon’ble Chief Minister Trivendra Singh Rawat of 
Uttarakhand releases IGNCA publication Ramman: 
Religious and Ritual Theatre of Garhwal

Release of Mann ki Baat: Radio Par Samajik 
Kranti at the discussion event

Library of Humans at IGNCA

Shri Yatindra Mishra reads from the 
book Lata: Sur-Gatha celebrating Lata 
Mangeshakar’s contribution to music 
and playback singing.

Shri Ram Bahadur Rai, President, IGNCA 
Trust addresses the audience at a Book 
Launch event

Release of Gandhian Ila Bhatt’s book 
Anubandh: Sau Meel ke Daayre Mein by 
Shri B.P. Singh, Former Governor of Sikkim

11
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Kabuliwala: A theatre, Art & Craft and 
Photography Workshop for Children’s
Ms. Asha Gupta - Ms. Gunjan VermaW
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IGNCA organized a workshop entitled- Kabuliwala on 
theatre, Art and Craft and Photography, for children 

of various age groups. The purpose of the workshop was 
to bring together children from various institutions, to 
propagate and acquaint them with Indian Culture, to 
give hands on training, to enhance skills and to bring 
out the creativity of the children through education and 
entertainment. The workshop was conducted under 
Bal Jagat- A Children’s Library and inaugurated by Dr.  
Sachchidanand Joshi, Member Secretary, IGNCA. In 
his keynote speech he emphasized on the importance of 
Indian Culture and the need to preserve it through various 
Art forms. 

The workshop was organized by the Kalanidhi Division 
under the supervision of Dr. P.R. Goswami, Director 
(Library and Information) and his team comprising Ms. 
Asha Gupta (Library & Information Officer), Ms. Safia 
Inam Al Kabir (Library & Information Officer), Ms. Yati 

Sharma (Assistant Library and Information Officer), Mr. 
B.S. Rana  (Library and Information Assistant) and Mr. 
Gajaraj (MTS).

Each day the workshop began with the Mangalacharan 
by Pandit V.P. Mishra (Associate Professor), followed by a 
yoga session by Ms. Asha Gupta (Library & Information 
Officer). 

More than 45 children from Arya Anathalaya, Dayaganj, 
Bachpan Bachao Andolan, Jaipur, participated in the 
workshop many also got to know about the workshop 
through the advertisement on the website and came to 
participate. 

Kabuliwala- A Theatre workshop was jointly organized by 
IGNCA and BOOKAROO from 15th to 19th May, 2017.  
It was a theatre workshop for children between 6 and 12 
years. It focused on storytelling, traditional indoor games, 
folk tales etc. 
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The Art and Craft workshop was conducted under the 
guidance of Mr. Vishnu (Lab Assistant, Cultural Archives), 
supported by Ms. Gunjan Verma (Project Assistant) for 
the children between 10 to 15 years at Svasti Bal Jagat- 
Children’s corner, C.V. Mess from 22nd to 26th May, 
2017. It focused on the making of art objects using clay 
and papier mache, mask making using waste newspaper, 
paper marbling, drawing and painting etc. An activity on 
‘Bridge Making’ using straws was conducted by Ms. Vinita 
Srivastava, Joint Secretary, IGNCA and was appreciated 
and enjoyed by the children.

The Photography workshop was conducted under the 
supervision of Mr. D.N.V.S Seetharamiah (Sr. Photography 
Officer) for the children 12 to 17 years. The workshop was 
conducted at Svasti Bal Jagat and the Photography Unit 
at 11, Mansigh Road from 29th May to 2nd June, 2017. 
The workshop focused on the history of photography, 
basics of photography, techniques of photography, 
practical demonstrations and hands on training. A session 
on Photography was also taken by Ms. Vinita Srivastava, 
Joint Secretary, IGNCA and Mr. Jitender Chauhan 
(Conservation Unit).

In adition, a visit to the Library, Media Centre and Raja 
Deen Dayal Gallery at IGNCA was also conducted for the 
children.

Apart from the above activities, children were also shown 
educational movies like- Balty Boy, Swachta Devattava- Ek 
Samaan and Ghatotakacha.

The workshop ended with short skit, singing and poem 
recitations by the participants. Feedback was collected by 
the participating children and prizes were distributed for 
their creativity and excellence in the workshop.

Ms. Himani Pande (Archivist), Mr. Shiv Shankar Sharma 
(Senior Carpenter), S&S Section, Accounts Department 
and Media Centre also played a vital role in the workshop.
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UNESCO’s Memory of World 
Programme
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A two-day National Seminar, Workshop cum Orientation 
Programme was organised alongwith an Exhibition 

as part of Public Awareness and Capacity Building 
for UNESCO’s Memory of World (MoW) Register 
Programme. This was done by the UNESCO Cell of 
IGNCA’s Kala Nidhi in association with Bharat Adhyayan 
Kendra, Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi on 24-25 
March, 2017.

The National Seminar was inaugurated by the Prof. 
Yadunath Dubey, Vice-Chancellor, Sampuranand 
Sanskrit University, Kashi in the gracious presence of 
the Prof. Rajnish Shukla, Member Secretary, Indian 
Council for Philosophical Research, New Delhi in 
the Abhinav Bhavan of the Bharat Adhyayan Kendra 
on 24 March. The programme mainly focused 
on the Documentary Heritage of the Museums, 
Archives, Libraries and private collections of three 
states i.e. Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh and Bihar 
and it was attended by the archivists, librarians and 
curators etc. The second part of the programme was 
the Workshop cum Orientation on the Preservation 
and Conservation of the Documentary Heritages and 
the presentations were made by Dr. P. Perumal, Rtd. 
Conservator, Saraswati Mahal Library, Tanajvore, 
Tamilnadu on the Manuscripts and Papers, the 
Photographic Materials by Sri Seetharaimaiah, Sr. 
Photographic Officer, IGNCA and the Audio/Video 
Materials by Dr. G.S. Raina, Executive Producer, 
Media Center, IGNCA.  

The UNESCO Cell, Kala Nidhi Division has sent 
the following three dossiers to the UNESCO for 
inscription on the Register of Memory of World, 
UNESCO, Paris for the year 2016-2018 in this 
programme:

i. Maitreyavyakarana (Prophetic Story of the 
Future Buddha), Asiatic Society, Kolkata. 

ii. Gilgit Manuscripts (contain inter alia Sutras from 
the Buddhist canon, Samadhirajasutra and the 

Saddharmapundarikasutra-the Lotus Sutra), National 
Archives, New Delhi

International Dossier (Joint Nomination)

iii. The Archives of Non-Alignment Movement (NAM) 
Submit Meetings (1961-1992)- The collective memory 
of nine host countries.
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Report

Akhyan: Masks, Puppets and Picture 
Showmen in Indian Narrative Traditions

JULY-AUGUST 2017

The IGNCA exhibition Akhyan- Masks, Puppets and 
Picture Showmen in Indian Narratives Traditions was 

held at Vidhan Bhavan, Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh on 11- 
14, November 2016.

The exhibition was inaugurated by Hon’ble Chief Minister, 
MP in the gracious presence of Hon’ble Speaker, MP 
and Sri Dattatreyaji Hosabole, Sahsarkaryavah, Rastriya 
Swamsevak Sangh(RSS).

The exhibition was curated by IGNCA  to be part of 
Lokamanthan, a Colloquium of Nation First Thinkers 
and practitioners, a discourse platform to share, brainstorm 
and perorate on contemporary issues of the country that 
not only influence individuals at home but also all around 
the world. The exhibition was viewed by MLAs and MPs, 
students, scholars and also by practitioners, intellectuals, 
theater persons and tribal artists.

The purpose of this exhibition has been to showcase the 

varied techniques of storytelling through Masks (both 
ritualistic and theatrical), Puppetry (glove, string, rod and 
shadow) and Picture showmen traditions (cloth, wood 
and paper etc). The exhibition was conceptualised by Dr. 
Molly Kaushal, Professor, Performance Studies, IGNCA, 
New Delhi. While these traditions do not brings forth a 
museum or Artesacts but showcase the living vibrant 
forms a storytelling in India. The reviews of the exhibition 
appeared in all leading newspapers of Madhya Pradesh. 
The exhibition was coordinated by Sri Rajendra Singh 
Taragi, Sr. Artist, Janpadasampada, IGNCA.

Dr. Kr. Sanjay Jha, 
Deputy Archivist,

Coordinator (UNESCO Cell), Kala Nidhi
Nodal Officer, IGNCA-RC Puducherry, IGNCA

Dr. Kr. Sanjay Jha
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Back Cover:
Golden Womb Series: A Celebration, by Seema Kohli. Acrylics and 

Ink on Canvas with 24ct Gold and Silver leaf.

Theatre, Art & Craft and Photography 
workshop for children
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