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The Unending Dance of Light:  
Raks-e-Shams 

“If someday I should get the chance to paint, my fingers should be ready for it”
S.K

“The time I am not painting I don’t really know what else to do. I get very confused.” 
S.K.

The abiding themes of Seema Kohli’s life are her art practice and her faith – and they are inextricably woven 
together, like weft and warp. 

As a young child she was “put on to painting” on the advice of a doctor. Her parents had taken her because they 
were worried about their extremely shy, introverted daughter.  If paper was not available (and sometimes when 
it was) she would draw on her body or on her clothes, often the faces of women and their hair.  She describes 
herself as a “compulsive doodler… my hands could not stop.” Even later as a student of philosophy she would 
leave lectures with drawings all over her jeans, not really sure how they had got there.  

Her childhood was full of stories: of myths and legends, of the lives of saints and mystics and of her ancestors. 
While hiding from visitors in the bathroom of her home she would explore imaginary universes:  “I used to start 
entering those cracks (in the limed walls) and there used to be a whole new world… with rooms and rooms 
inside… and all the stories of my grandfather and my father and the films we were seeing.”  Painfully shy of the 
outside world she thrived in her own imagination. 

She describes her upbringing as spiritual rather than religious.  Her family was Advaita, Arya Samaj . There was 
no idol worship in the house, but havan (fire offering) and spiritual reading, and the stories.   And Seema was 
a deeply spiritual young woman.  At seventeen she left home for the Gita Ashram in Haridwar where she took 
initiation.  Her father retrieved her, insisting she live a householder’s life.  

In the late 1970s Seema studied at Miranda House, Delhi University, where learning something of European 
philosophy was “like an explosion” for her.  Then she took her fidgety fingers to an applied arts course at South 
Delhi Polytechnic. This is the closest to formal art training that Seema has come.  She found the exposure to 
different media and the training in design helpful and some of the techniques she learnt – such as calligraphy, 
the use of pen and nibs – are still central to her her work.  But it wasn’t long before she realised that couldn’t be 
a graphic designer, or an illustrator.   She had too many stories of her own and was not interested in telling other 
people’s or in meeting their deadlines.  



Advaita Vedanta is a sub-school of one of the six classical philosophical systems of Hinduism.  Advaita means 
“non-dual,” and describes the tradition’s absolute monism. Arya Samaj was a late 19th century Hindu reform 
movement calling for a return to the “pure” religion of the Vedas.

This discovery that she wanted to work as an artist coincided with marriage and parenthood.  (Seema is no lon-
ger married, but is a devoted and adored mother.) For several years time for art making was snatched. At night 
as the rest of the family slept Seema would draw on the dining table, readying her fingers.

When her second child went to school she set up a permanent drawing table, and supported by her mother 
“who realised that my sanity came with painting” she carved out time to work at Triveni Kala Sangam (a cultur-
al institution where fine art as well as Indian classical dance and music are practised and studied). She worked 
there for almost a decade from 1996, relishing the community of fellow artists. During this period she also 
trained at Bharat Bhavan in Bhopal. There too she found a community of artists and the travel away from her 
home city of Delhi afforded her an exhilarating taste of freedom, coming as she did from “a cocooned life, a very 
chaperoned space.”
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“Art is an inner exploration. Once I reach an answer, a halt or a standpoint, 
I express it in the language of painting.” (2)

Seema’s work is deeply informed by her faith.  She is inspired particularly by the myriad traditions (mythologi-
cal, philosophical, ritual) that fall under the umbrella term “Hinduism”.  Since 1998 (the year of her first exhibi-
tion) she has been representing the Hiranyagarbha, the golden womb or egg from which the cosmos was born.  
The tree of life is another enduring leitmotif.  Her work explores the great cycle of life-death-life and liberation 
and the balance of male and female, yin and yang, Shiva and Shakti, Purusha and Prakriti (3) in the cosmos.  

But her work is not “Hindu;” magpie-like she will absorb a story or an idea from any tradition (Christian, Buddhist, 
Sufi, Ancient Greek) and make it her own.  She talks of “cooking up” her own stories and making her own mythol-
ogy. She is rigorously anti-dogmatic in her religious practice, happy to invent her own mantras and rituals, and in 
her art making. 

One of the most important things to understand when engaging with Seema’s work is that she perceives as real all 
that she renders.  So her Yoginis (cat no / page reference )are not simply illustrations of semi-divine female beings 
from a Tantric cult that flourished between 9th and 11th centuries (4)  but the rendering of energies that are oper-
ational in her life today. “These various energies are constantly actually making me feel WOW… I cannot deny that 
they are influencing my life and are a part of my existence,” she says. (5)

Seema’s work is part esoteric and fantastical but it is also firmly grounded in nature and domestic life. Birds, 
animals, fish, flowers, trees, suns and moons float alongside material objects such as coat hangers, ladders, 
handbags, sofas and buildings on her canvases.  In one long paper scroll (cat no. / page ref) in this exhibition 
there are chai glasses and armchairs, references to the artist’s love of tea and curling up with a good philoso-
phy book as well as to the tea stains forming the ground of the work.  This combination of elements, a kind of 
“magic realism,” makes a deeper point too; the spiritual is rooted in the material, in maya (6) , and in the body.   

World religions are patriarchal but Hindu traditions are interesting in making space for the divine female.  Wom-
en may have lower social status – in fact this is one of the great paradoxes – but they are worshipped as goddess-
es and goddesses are worshipped. In Seema’s work the feminine aspect of divinity is always foregrounded and 
celebrated. She is Shakti, the constantly generating potent life force animating all existence.   

 2 .Seema sees herself as a painter – this is her primary identity. But she is interested in working in other media  and has   
experimented more and more over the past five years. 
3. In Samkhya (one of the six classical philosophical systems of Hinduism) male Purusha is self or
 pure consciousness; female Prakriti is matter or nature.  
 4. The most up-to-date academic scholarship on the yoginis is by Shaman Hatley, associate professor in the Department of 
Religion at Concordia University. 



Kishore Singh, critic and head of exhibitions and publications at Delhi Art Gallery notes in conversation that 
Seema’s work is unusual in presenting a point of view that is both feminine and feminist.  “It is always the female 
in her work who has the ideas, the sense of freedom, the flights of imagination and expression,” he says.   “She at-
tempts a holistic vision but actually subscribes to female independence.”  For Singh the great narrative of Seema’s 
work is empowerment:  “a quest for independence, a search for inner strength, standing for yourself, but not at 
the cost of anyone or anything else.”  This could also be the narrative of her life. 

Seema flourishes on the edge of a contemporary art scene that tends to regard outward displays of religion or In-
dian-ness with suspicion. Seema’s work, her painting in particular is unmistakably Indian, both in its subject matter 
and in its form: the bright jewel colours and flat surfaces, decorated with repeated motifs in mantra like detail, 
calling to mind some exquisitely woven or embroidered textile. (see cat nos / page refs….)  “India has vanished 
from the work of many artists,” says Kishore Singh, “but in one group it is still central.” “Indian Contemporary” is 
an interesting space he says, and one appreciated more by collectors than critics.

 (5) “Deities in everyday Hinduism,” wrote social theorist Ashis Nandy, “are not entities outside everyday life, nor do they pre-
side over life from the outside, but are a constituent of life.” (“A Report on the Present State of Gods and Goddesses in South 
Asia” http://www.manushi.in/articles.php?articleId=1066#.VHLirvSUc00 ) 
(6)  Maya is the whole of this phenomenal world. 
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“Yajnavalkya,” Arthabhaga said again, “tell me – when a man has died, and his speech disappears into fire, 
his breath into the wind, his sight into the sun, his mind into the moon, his hearing into the quarters, 

his physical body into the earth, his soul (atman) into space,
 the hair of his body into trees, and his blood and semen into water – then what happens to that person?” 

Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 6th Century BCE.

“We see death as a full stop. But it is not. The energy does not stop flowing at that point. It recoups, re-forms, and 
moves on. Death is not the end, it is energy changing direction, coursing on again in a different form and space.” 

Seema Kohli
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The stimulus for The Unending Dance of Light was the idea of Benares or Varanasi or Kashi – the sacred “city of 
light” where so many come on pilgrimage or at the end their lives.  It is said that to be cremated on the banks of 
the holy River Ganges takes you not to another birth but to liberation, mosksha, freedom from the cycle of birth 
and death.  Corpses shrouded in cloth are borne on bamboo biers through the narrow streets of the city, hasten-
ing to the burning ghats where cremation happens around the clock.   Seema experiences this as a “vortex” of 
energy, a place where the “dance of rejuvenation” is happening in quick time and quite “nakedly”. 

Thomas J Hopkins writes “Death is as close to being universal as anything we know… almost as soon as we have 
evidence of human culture… we have evidence of belief in some kind of afterlife… a sustained assumption that 
death is not the end of personal existence.” (7) For Seema biological death is emphatically not “the end,” though 
she doesn’t hold any dogmatic view on what may happen and her research into the death rituals and beliefs of 
different cultures has been broad.  Even if you look at it purely scientifically she says – our bodies are recycled 
into elements, if buried they return to the earth, if burned to the air – so there is a kind of continuity though not 
one of “soul”. 

For the video installation performance “The Unending Dance of Light” (cat no / page ref) Seema performed on 
Varanasi’s “far shore”  (8) – the sandy eastern banks of the river just across from the burning ghat of Manikarnika. 
The far shore is devoid of buildings and people, dogs roam and birds circle in the skies above, during the monsoon 
the entire area is under water.  The beauty and mayhem of the city is a cinematic backdrop.

Seema’s performances are unrehearsed.  After detailed research she puts herself into her chosen environment and 
gives herself up to a spontaneous interaction with it and the energies she perceives there.   In “Parikrama” (9) she 
raced around the circle of yoginis at Bheragat in a half trance.  In this performance she moves more meditatively, 
taking props such as the rope from the boat to represent our binding desires.  In the video’s second sequence the 
rope becomes an umbilical cord connecting all beings with the “super consciousness”. The equivalent motif in her 
paintings is the lotus stem.

Seema draws a yoni in the sand and curls up imagining the coming together of soul and body in the womb.  She 
chances upon a gourd sapling and plants it.  She rolls into and is covered by sand in a grave, which is also for her a 
womb. And at the climax of the film in the darkness against the burning fires of Manikarnika she lights a pyre and 
strikes more than 100 clay pots with a bamboo rod.  These actions refer to Hindu practices – one of the tasks of 
the chief mourner at a cremation is to strike the skull of the burning corpse with a bamboo stick to release its soul

 (7) In “Death and the Afterlife, Perspectives of World Religions,” ed. Hiroshi Obayashi, 1992. 
 (8) There’s an interesting discussion on the significance of the far shore in “Making Forest of Bliss,” the book ac-
companying the 1985 Robert Gardner film of the same name.  
.(9)  Seema’s 2012 video performance “Parikrama” is in the collection of the Museum of Sacred Art in Belgium.



It is the first time since 2009 that Seema is showing so many works across such a range of media: drawings in pen and 
ink with tea stains on long paper scrolls, paintings, etchings, serigraphs, vinyl prints, sculpture, video.  The serigraphs 
and etchings are the outcome of several years of work; two of the etchings are so large (48” x 120”) that she had to get 
a special press made.

“The Unending Dance of Light: Yoginis” (cat no / page ref) depicts the sixty four yoginis each in her own roundel, “The 
Unending Dance of Light: Mahavira” (cat no / page ref) depicts the lives of the founder of the Jain religion and the four-
teen extraordinary dreams his mother had the night of his conception – when his soul entered her womb.  Smaller etch-
ings (cat no / page ref    x 2) take the myth of Mahisasura, the vanquishing of the buffalo demon by the great goddess 
Durga, as the basis for exploring the nature of good and bad.  Another pair (cat no / page ref    x 2) looks at the politics 
of power in relationships and at the way we look at the world, the lenses we wear to in order to see it the way we want.

Seema’s painting is renowned for its vibrant palette but many of these works are monochrome.  She has banished colour 
deliberately.  “I wanted to explore myself and go back to where I started,” she says.  “Line and pen and ink and the single 
colour was where I began as a child and is where I have come back to in this show.”  

In “The Unending Dance of Light: Storm in my Teacup” (cat no / page ref) she depicts the churning of the oceans, a well-
known story in Hindu mythology.

Many elements are here: Vasuki, the king of the serpents who acts as the churning rope, Kurma the turtle, actually god 
Vishnu who holds mount Meru, the churning pole, on his back. But the whole narrative has been put through the press 
of Seema’s vivid imagination.  

The churning of the oceans is happening in a teacup, “the whole universe is arising out of a teacup,” declares the artist 
delightedly.  There are coat hangers, ladders, buildings (Seema’s neighbourhood) a table laid for tea, clocks and egg 
timers.  Whisking eggs for a cake had brought the story to mind so Seema includes her electric whisk (and next to it an 
iron, to represent the ironing out of her thoughts).  Across from these domestic appliances on the upper left side of the 
work is a deer with horns that melt into roots creating a womb like space, and thence into the Kalpavriksha tree, the 
tree of wishes, one of fourteen treasures to emerge from the churning of the oceans.  The many different leaves signify 
the all-round nourishment it offers. 

“Storm in my teacup” exemplifies perfectly the overlapping of macrocosm and microcosm, mythology and domestic 
life, spiritual and material that IS existence for Seema.  “It’s all one, it really is… and the churning is constant,” she says. 

Charlotte Dugdale
Curator
With an academic background in art history and Indian religions Charlotte is well placed to work with Seema. 
She has worked with many artists through her NGO Artreach but this is her first curatorial project. 



Golden Womb I, 36x36in , Mixed Media on Canvas with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf, 2014



Golden Womb II, 54x64in, Pen and Ink, Pencil and tea stains on paper, 2014.



PAPER
Chauat yougini series,  etching, 5x5 in, 2014
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Turiya, 13x4ft , Pen and Ink, Pencil and tea stains  on paper, 2014     





Storm in my tea cup, 13x4ft , Pen and Ink, Pencil and tea stains on paper, 2014



Narshimi I, 10x10in , serigraph on paper, 2014, 1/5 editions



SERIGRAPHS
Navgunjra,  etching, 5x5 in, 2014



Yogini, 10x10in , erigraph on paper, 2014, 1/5 editions



Narshimi II, 10x10in, serigraph on paper, 2014, 1/5 editions



Soham, 18x20in,  Serigraphs on paper, 2014, Edition 1/10 

Unborn, 18x20in, Serigraphs on paper, 2014, Edition 1/10 



Unborn, 18x20in, Serigraphs on paper, 2014, Edition 1/10 



Yogamaya, 18x20in, Serigraphs on paper, 2014, Edition 1/10 



Balance, 18x20in,  Serigraphs on paper, 2014, Edition 1/10 



Chausat Yogini,  4x13 feet,  etching, 2014



ETCHING 
Chauat yougini series,  etching, 5x5 in, 2014





Unending dance of light  - Mahavira, Etching , 10x4 ft, 2014, 1/5 editions
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Khel, 24x96x7 inches, mix media on board, 2014



INSTALLATION
Khel 

Am I a Myth or reality?
Today’s reality is tomorrow’s myth…

Tomorrow’s myth is yesterday’s reality…
I weave a web of illusion, 
I entice, create desires…

Am I, Terrible, a destroyer, a slayer?
Of all that entangles into my web
Licking the root of their desires,

Vanquishing it,
Bestowing freedom to all who dare to play with me

I am Maya
The fire within is without

I am the creator and the destroyer
Come,

Play with me



Yogini I, 36x48in, Mixed Media on Canvas with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf, 2014   



PAINTING
Chauat yougini series,  etching, 5x5 in, 2014
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Navgunjara, 12x24in, Mixed Media on Canvas with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf,  2014
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Towards Enlightment, 24x48in, Mixed Media on Canvas with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf, 2014 



Unending dance 
of light I, 24x60in 
Mixed Media on 
Canvas with 24k 
Gold and Silver leaf, 
2014

Unending dance of 
light II , 24x60in,  
Mixed Media on 
Canvas with 24k 
Gold and Silver leaf, 
2014



Unending dance of light III , 24x60in,                                  
Mixed Media on Canvas with 24k Gold and Silver 

leaf, 2014



Yogini II, 18x24in, Mixed Media on Canvas with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf,  2014



    Soham, 18x24in, Mixed Media on Canvas with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf, 2014



Balance II, 27x48in, Mixed Media on Canvas with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf, 2014



Kasturi, 36x48in, Mixed Media on Canvas 
with 24kt Gold and Silver leaf, 2014
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film
Chauat yougini series,  etching, 5x5 in, 2014



An inight into death, birth and journey of the soul in seven segment..

we see death as a full stop. But it is not. The energy does not stop flowing at that 
point. It recoups, re-forms, and move on. Death is not the end; it is energy 
changing directions, coursing on again in a different form and space.

Birth and death are two side of the same coin.
Time is cyclical.
There is no end.

Is or is not
Know or not to know
I am or not
in the vastness of the
heartchakra
there is curiosity.



SEQ. 1

From the sublime we emerge, 
to the gross we expand.

Her Attachments, 
her desires, 

her thirst bind her.
she cannot move forward.

The clinging is mutual, 
letting go a struggle.



SEQ. 2

We are all tied to the super-consciousness
 by the same umbilical cord.

The binding rope becomes an umbilical cord 
connecting all souls 

with the super-consciouness,
 the divine, the light.



SEQ. 3

Body and soul are unified in the yoni
She is the place to go and the place to come

Then the play of life begins

The play of life 
begins and it ends, 
the cycle continues.



SEQ. 4

Surprises: Two Journeys

The path seen and unseen. 
Feet carve a journey of their own.



SEQ. 5

Earth to earth, 
ashes to ashes, 

dust to dust. 

The body returns to dust in the grave.
But the grave is also womb: 

energy flows 
back into the universe.



SEQ. 6

The Hiranyagarbha:
 The golden egg from which the firt seed 

emerges

Fingers trace the path of prana 
through the body. 

through the environment 
around us.



SEQ. 7

And the journey continues

 Through fire to air, 
from air to water 

water to earth 
and earth to life. 

The fire of the pyre is also 
in the female belly.





Gallery Veda Profile

G            Gallery Veda stands for everything you always wanted in an art space. It aims to get art out of     
the four walls and onto a living, breathing space.

Sanjay Tulsyan and Preeti Garg co-founded gallery Veda out of their deep passion for art, with 
a vision of creating a distinctive space for critics, curators, art lovers and collectors to connect with 
national and international artists.

With this in mind, several shows have been planned through the year that will not only push 
boundaries of perception but also question the normal. Starting off with an all-women show ‘Firm 
Ground Beneath Her’ helps to define its mantra ---- to make art more inclusive, and not intimidating. 
Chennai, with its well-known love for the arts, provides the perfect setting for such a concept, feels art 
connoisseur Preeti Garg, the founder of Gallery Veda. “The need for a distinctive space amid the homo-
geneity is what urged me to start the gallery,” she says.

At Gallery Veda you can appreciate all kinds of art in a not-so-regular setting. Alongside in-
depth, focused solo shows, the galleries present a programme of curated group exhibitions that are 
international in their scope and ambition. Not only this, out-of the-box events are also planned to keep 
you on your toes. Over the last two years, several solo and group shows of the masters of line includ-
ing Chandra Bhattacharjee, Seema Kohli, Arpana Caur and Jogen Choudhury ,Surya Prakash and many 
more have been hosted. 

Gallery Veda’s, first and original space is nestled in a heritage bungalow off Rutland Gate Road. 
Over last two years the gallery has expanded to two other locations, one at prestigious Hotel Park Hy-
att, Velachery and also at Shipa Architects, an award-winning Architectural Design firm.








