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Introduction  
Gauri Gill's photographic oeuvre is surprising and multifaceted. It encompasses documentary 
photos that recall her earlier work as a photojournalist, as well as overpainted photographs and 
staged tableaux created in collaboration with other artists. Intimate snapshots of people familiar 
to her are juxtaposed with conceptually conceived, archive-like collections of motifs. This is the 
first exhibition to unite the major series by the artist-who was born in 1970 in Chandigarh, in 
northern India-in a comprehensive presentation. For more than two decades, Gill has been 
exploring the lives and daily routines of marginalized populations outside of India's urban centers. 
She is dedicated to the people on the fringes of a society defined by rigid social rules and 
hierarchies, drawing attention to their complex, often fragile life circumstances, their resilience 
and creativity. Using an open-ended, dialogic method of working based on long-term personal 
connections, the artist overcomes the conventions of photography and experiments with 
new forms of collaborative vision. Her practice of photography is part of an intensive exchange 
and social processes in which questions of identity and belonging, power and visibility, memory 
and authorship are dealt with across classes, religions, and generations. The show features 
around 240 of Gill's works, organized according to theme. It begins with the series Fields of Sight, 
which she and the renowned painter Rajesh Vangad have been closely cooperating on since 
2013, and ends with the large-format photographs from the series Traces, which arose from her 
long-term archival project Notes from the Desert. Scattered throughout the exhibition are 
individual works from Gill's selection of art by some of her artistic partners and others who have 
significantly contributed to her work. 
 
Fields of Sight (2013–ongoing) 
The art of the Indigenous Warli community is handed down from generation to generation. 
Paintings were originally made exclusively by women, who applied white rice paste to clay walls 
in the villages to depict sacred stories for celebrating special occasions. Configurations based on 
circles, triangles, and squares form human and animal figures shown in everyday scenes such as 
the harvest or ritual acts. Men did not begin learning this form of visual expression until the 
1960s. The Warli artist Rajesh Vangad has persisted in developing this art, turning to other 
colors, motifs, and new subject matter. The two became friends when Gauri Gill was a guest at 
his house during an art festival in 2013. Gill took photographs of Vangad’s village in Maharashtra, 
and Vangad complemented them by adding an addition layer with his painting, since the 
photographs only reflect a small portion of his multiple associations with each place and 
landscape. Continuing to elaborate upon traditional motifs, he turns to everyday situations as well 
as dreamlike sequences. The threat to the Warlis’ lives—from industrial pollution and 
displacement due to so-called development projects—finds its way into the images, as do social 
conflicts caused by these problems and the changing conditions of life and work. Measurably 
owing to its shared authorship, this multilayered, multiperspectival visual narrative examines the 
influence of subjectivity upon the reception of places and histories. 
 
Notes from the Desert (1999–ongoing) 
The long-term photographic project Notes from the Desert is devoted to the lives of marginalized 
rural communities in the Thar Desert. Since 1999 Gauri Gill has made regular trips to the barren 
region in western Rajasthan, where she has close friendships with local groups—nomadic yogis, 
rural Muslims, migrants, and small farmers from the Hindu Bishnoi community—whose lives and 
experiences she documents in expressive scenes and portraits. 
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Notes from the Desert is designed to be an open archive and contains thousands of mostly black-
and-white photographs. Their themes are birth and illness, death and drought, hardship and 
friendship, festivals, and family conflicts, as well as the indissoluble connection between humans 
and nature. Free of sentimentality and folklore, they paint an often disturbing image of resistance 
and survival in an environment characterized by extremes. 
Notes from the Desert has given rise to other individual series in which Gill’s open work methods, 
based on personal encounters and mutual trust, are visible. These include the extensive cycle 
Jannat, the intimate photographs of the Birth Series, and the collective studio portrait project 
Balika Mela, which are all presented in this exhibition. 
 
The Mark on the Wall (1999–ongoing) 
The Mark on the Wall documents the vestiges of an old state program to support rural education 
in Rajasthan’s desert areas. Gill’s photographs capture hand-drawn educational charts, 
instructive drawings, and diagrams painted on the interior and exterior walls of village schools. 
They were made by local artists, teachers, and children, with the aim of making it easier to 
access course content in class—such as the Hindi alphabet or colonial-influenced English, 
grammar, geometry, or anatomy. Shown together, the photos create a lively, multilayered, 
collective image of life and learning in remote rural communities. In this context, artistry, 
imagination, and individual expression stand in intriguing contrast to the supposedly objective 
course content and the socially defined norms that it conveys. 
 
Ruined Rainbow (1999 / 2010) 
During her travels through Rajasthan Gill always went out of her way to talk to children and teens, 
placing special focus on the imaginative, candid, and vulnerable moments of childhood. The 
seven-part photo series Ruined Rainbow consists of supposedly “bad” snapshots taken by 
children in the Barmer district, who were learning photography from her on Kodak cameras she 
provided. Ten years later, Gill rediscovered the poorly exposed negatives that the children had 
sorted out in her archive and presents the photographs based on them as a playful, experimental 
document of an encounter. Subtly and almost incidentally, the series raises questions about 
authorship and the blending of opposing perspectives. 
 
Jannat (1999–2007) 
The fifty-two-part cycle Jannat is devoted to a young Muslim girl, Jannat, who lives in a remote 
desert village near Barmer with her mother, Izmat, and her younger sister, Hooran. 
The small-format gelatin silver prints and written documents illustrate the precarious life of this 
family, abandoned by its father, in ordinary, often casual seeming situations. Simultaneously, they 
document the close friendship with Gauri Gill. These intimate photographs were taken during 
many of the artist’s extended visits with Jannat and her family in the remote village. 
Jannat is an outstanding example of Gill’s attempts to give visibility and a voice to girls and 
women who are at the mercy of rigid patriarchal power structures, especially in rural India. At the 
same time the series is also a poignant monument to the brief life of Jannat, who died in 2007 at 
the age of just twenty-three. Her name also means “garden” or “paradise.” 
 
Balika Mela (2003 and 2010) 
For many years the local activist organization Urmul Setu Sansthan in the desert city of 
Lunkaransar in Rajasthan held an annual Balika Mela—a festival focusing on education and fun 
for around 1,500 girls. In 2003 Gauri Gill was invited to participate in the festival, and she decided 
to make portraits of the young girls. Working in a tent made from different fabrics and equipped 
with simple props, she created haunting photographic images. 
In 2003 Gill shot in black-and-white; seven years later she exhibited these pictures at another 
Balika Mela and produced new portraits, this time in color. While the earlier series tended to 
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concentrate on the pictorial traditions of studio photography or mythologically charged gestures, 
the newer images focus on clothing and expressions—juxtaposing handmade hoodies with 
traditional ghagras or salwars. The still-extant parallels to classic studio photography are linked to 
the search for authentic expressivity. 
The series Balika Mela features different aspects of Gill’s collective approach, which empowers 
the girls as actors and plays with the display and revocation of intimacy. The main goal is to bring 
visibility to the young women whose lives are subject to the complex interplay between the 
influences of a strictly patriarchal society and rapid globalization. 
 
The Americans (2002–2007) 
The Americans is a cycle of works documenting a photographic journey across the United States, 
from New York to California, the Midwest to the South. For seven years Gauri Gill traveled the 
country, looking for the Indian diaspora in big cities as well as a variety of less open-minded small 
towns. She visited relatives, friends, and acquaintances at their homes and workplaces. Alluding 
to Robert Frank’s book of the same name, which explores what is “American” on the fringes of 
society (his photo book The Americans was published in 1958), she takes a transcultural position, 
showing the multilayered intertwining of supposed cultural differences and universal questions. 
These intimate views depict success and exhaustion, death and sorrow, joy and celebration, 
religion and culture. 
By working in color, Gill also sets a counterpoint to her previous work in black and white. In her 
photographs the artist establishes relationships between the people portrayed and their shops, 
living rooms, and restaurants, as well as with the objects and property around them. In the 
diptychs especially, she forms aesthetic links that go beyond connections to spaces in order to 
reveal more complex correlations by layering several perspectives and angles. 
 
Acts of Appearance (2015–ongoing) 
Acts of Appearance resulted from a cooperation between Gauri Gill and papier-mâché artists 
from the Indigenous Adivasi communities of the Kokna and Warli in Maharashtra, India. Inspired 
by the traditional papier-mâché masks made for rituals in many Adivasi villages in the region, Gill 
turned to the renowned papier-mâché artists Subhas and Bhagvan Dharma Kadu in 2014, 
proposing that they use the traditional arts practiced for generations here to create a new 
repertoire of masks that are related to the reality of their everyday lives. 
The masks made for Acts of Appearance are diverse. Some show human faces of different ages 
depicting different emotional states such as fear, love, sorrow, and anger, while others show 
familiar animals that enjoy an important status in village life. Occasionally everyday objects that 
are considered worthy of veneration in the local culture are imitated. 
Gill and her artistic partners work together to develop improvised scenes of daily life, in which 
they participate as masked performers. While art and play shift into the foreground, Gill’s 
photographs also depict the difficult conditions of life for the Adivasi, whose livelihoods are 
threatened by the devastating consequences of drought, malnutrition, the confiscation of their 
ancestral lands, and rapidly diminishing habitats. 
 
Rememory (2003–ongoing) 
For Gauri Gill, places are like evidence that must be archived. In this context she is particularly 
fascinated by borders, the transitions from city to country, and the failure of urban planning 
concepts. Gill has been working on her Rememory series since 2003, first capturing the 
semiurban landscapes of Rajasthan, then megacities such as Mumbai and Delhi, and finally 
places all over India—or wherever her travels took her. Due to the absence of people in her 
photos, these places are almost like non-places, free of relationships and communication. Gill 
depicts situations that seem to float in an airless space and are subjected to a process of decay, 
such as gates that protect nothing, paths that end abruptly, and buildings sheltering no one. 
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The artist has organized her inventory of motifs into something like an archive. 
Through Gill’s quiet gaze, each work in the series tells of the contradictions between city and 
country, social conflicts and climate change, of the desire for ownership and refuge. 
 
Traces (1999 onward) and Birth Series (2005) 
These two series emerged from the comprehensive Notes from the Desert, which Gauri Gill has 
been working on since 1999. Traces depicts grave sites in the desert in western Rajasthan 
created by members of rural communities both settled and nomadic, Hindu and Muslim. Some of 
the graves are nameless, while others are marked by modest, hand-engraved tombstones. They 
were made of found materials and personal objects, and fit almost inconspicuously into the 
surrounding landscape. There is more that is hauntingly present in Gill’s large photographs than 
the tranquility of each individual commemorative spot and vastness of the desert landscape; they 
also open up a second space for memory by reminding us of the transience of these memorial 
sites, which are as much at the mercy of the cycle of growth and decay as the lives of the people 
buried here were. 
The 2005 Birth Series depicts the experience of a birth on the sandy floor of a simple dwelling. 
The pictures were taken in the remote village of Ghafan, near Motasar, in the Thar Desert, and 
originated in Gill’s friendship with the local midwife and feminist Kasumbi Dai. She had invited Gill 
to witness the birth of her granddaughter and to document her work in photographs. Gill captures 
the solemn, natural event with empathic concern and from a respectful distance. 


