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The geography of Ayodhya is at once sacred, evocative and
contested. I would hesitate to use the expression “secular” here,
in the sense of divorced from faith and religion. For Ayodhya
can never be divorced from faith: not the Ayodhya that Buddhist
tradition knows as Saket, not the Ayodhya Tulsi studied at, not
the Ayodhya Xuanzang (Hiuen Tsang) and Nanak travelled to as
pilgrims, not the Ayodhya that lent its name to Avadh. Above all,
not the Ayodhya of Rama.

True, there is the Ayodhya of mythology and prehistory, the
Ayodhya of an ancient history, and the Ayodhya of a more recent
political history. Can they co-exist without Ayodhya losing its
essence? To any Indian this would be a cherished aspiration. For

Ayodhya is expansive enough for a Mandir at Ramjanmabhoomi — as well as for that message of reconciliation.

Ashok Malik
Political Commentator and Author

Doubt is the nature of thought. Thought cannot settle
with an answer, and instead must raise more doubts. The
Upanishads ask what is that which makes us think. There
may be some answers to this question, but none that do
not give rise to more questions and more doubts. It is
not easy for religions, which seek books and structures
to establish their constituencies, to allow doubt into their
fold. For a religion, the place of worship is the absolute
answer in which all questions and doubts must end. But
|: this can never be, because the true place of worship of god
' 4 is not fixed, not designated and is everywhere. It is in its
it
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absence of the place of worship that Ayodhya symbolizes
the presence that is more enduring and eternal than any structure man can make. The paintings of this artist
represent the Ayodhya that can be found in nature, in the trees, in the skies and in the shades of foliage. As
a place of worship that does not belong to any religion, Ayodhya is free to reside anywhere, as it does in the
heart of every free thinker and every true believer.

Digvijaya Singh
Parliamentarian, Indian National Congress

Even in the midst of extraordinary artistic creations, Kota

Ever since I was a student I have seen Ayodhya
dominate the headlines- less as a symbol of serenity
and worship and more as a point of conflict - for both
people and politics. So trapped are we by the binaries
of history and contemporary conflict that we appear to
have disconnected from all its associative spirituality.
Neelima’s work is so interesting because in a Post-TV
world it takes us back to the blank slate, the wordless,
noiseless silent space that pre-dates all competing
narratives about Ayodhya. Instead here under the
blue sky and in the shadow of the trees is a benign re-
imagining of Ayodhya as a space accessible to all- one
that transcends Politics, Identity and even the rituals of
Religion. Here, at one with Nature, resides Faith.

Barkha Dutt
Journalist and Author

Neelima’s work stands out for its articulation of spiritual
concepts inferred from the depths of India’s texts and
traditions, yet shorn of religious form, idiom or rituals.
Spirituality for her is embedded in nature — in the moon’s
shadow, in trees, flowers and petals, in the air and the
soil; it refuses to be contained in the walls of the temple,
the mosque, the puja and the namaz. Ayodhya is not a
denominational identity on the land or the map; it inhabits
the universe and it inhabits us all. The lyrical inscriptions
under the paintings add dimensions that leave one with a
feel of the ethereal. It is hard for one to remain unmoved
after a steady view of the paintings and the inscriptions.
One almost begins to converse with them.

Prof. Harbans Mukhia
Historian and Author




The one who is worshipped in so
many ways cannot be caged in a
single place of worship. Religion has
frozen human thought - it is anti-life.
All dogmas, churches, temples have
flowered from the frozen thought
of man. That is the bedrock of all
conflict. When people look at life
and experience it with their limited
reference points they sow the seeds
of doom. It is ironical that the very
identity we seek is what leads to war.

I feel that the paintings in this series have erupted from experiencing the ceaseless flow of life: the moonlight,
the dawn, the wide landscapes, the trees. The motive of the tree is life and life is moving continuously. A tree
is an expression of that movement. A tree sheds its leaves to be in harmony with the movement of life. When
a tree sheds its leaves, it embraces the unchangeable truth of transience. No matter how great a sage or how
mighty a scholar, when he fixes frontiers of life he cages it. Life cannot be summed up and to define it by any
religious ideology is to falsify it.

The paintings of this series exhibit that eternal ebb and flow of life that defies all definition. The artist looks
at life as if bewildered by it and responds passionately to it with her entire being. Her paintings are the
reflection of her individual consciousness engaging with life. Life cannot be put into words. All that one can
say is that this is just a frame of that continuously moving stream. You can’t stand on a bridge and fix a point
to say, ahh that fixed point is the river. There can be no constant. The diversity of the paintings deconstructs
the concept of permanence. The absence of the temple and the Absence of Ayodhya nourishes the human
soul and keeps the magic and mystery of life, alive.

Mahesh Bhatt
Film Director, Producer and Screenplay Writer

Kota Neelima’s reflective and introspective
probing into places of worship and sites of
the sacred is a moving exploration of the
spiritual as against the literal imagination.
Her grounded use of form and colour, and the
grace, restraint and freedom with which she
mediates a contested theme, are emblematic
of the abiding generosity of Indian spiritual
traditions. Her exhibition brings to mind the
philosophical understanding of Ramchandra
Gandhi’s classic meditation on ‘Sita’s Kitchen:
A Testimony of Faith and Inquiry’, where
he invokes the elemental power of the earth
mother, and, through readings of Ramkrishna
and Vivekananda, the philosophy of advaita
(non duality) and ahimsa (non violence).

Namita Gokhale
Author, Publisher, Festival Director

Understanding often develops through a layering
process. Ayodhya the place, and Ayodhya the idea, both
are multilayered. Devotion, inspiration, mobilization,
contestation: All of these are woven into the layers of the
Ayodhya space and concept. Now — with this exhibition
— a layer of interdisciplinary multi-media contemplation
of those striations will help in our ongoing effort at
comprehending the enduring puzzle of Ayodhya.

Prof. Matthew Rudolph
Political Scientist and Indophile




It is tragic that places of worship are territorialized and become
centres of conflict about land. A place of worship, in the truest
sense of the word, should be spiritual. Spirituality is not about
land, it is about the connection with a higher force. Ayodhya has
always been a spiritual and multicultural space. When such a place
is considered only from its territorial aspect, it reduces Ayodhya.
Historically, Ayodhya was the place where Muslims and Hindus
had lived together in harmony. The divisions had only begun with
the religious hatred that was sown between the communities over
disputes of ownership of particular pieces of the land. In a place
of worship, such questions should not arise. There is no scope for
vengeance or revenge in a place of worship that is essentially about
spirituality and harmony.

I believe that contentment in life cannot come from visiting places of worship. For me, peace comes from the
inner self and not from outside. Ayodhya for me is a place where people from different communities had
always lived harmoniously with each other. People of Ayodhya had not known unrest, it was only the people
from outside who had stirred antagonism. A place that had a long history of co-existence was turned into
conflict zone for politics. There is a need to return to that time of harmony by looking beyond the hatred, the
disputes and the politics.

Rajdeep Sardesai

Journalist and Author

Ayodhya has been unique in the history of India. Sadly recent
generations may well naturally assume its association with deep
conflict. Yet the fact remains that like many other places in Uttar
Pradesh Ayodhya’shistory is replete with great spiritual experiences
and unparalleled human endeavour for harmony and peaceful
co-existence. It is to Ayodhya on the banks of the quiet flowing
Saryu that generations have returned to seek peace and inner calm.
Understandably what looms large are the religious edifices, the
chanting of mantras by priests, and the sound of temple bells as
though to reiterate the sensory experience. But for the discerning
eye, the inner ear, sensitive heart, there is another experience, the

spiritual kind, sometimes accentuating the sensory one and at other

times in splendid isolation. It is that experience that elevates Ayodhya beyond its obvious wholesomeness to
something beyond. As the perceptive artist in Kota Neelima observed, there in an Ayodhya deeper than the
familiar history, mythology, archeology, tradition and even philosophy. The artist then proceeded to record
that unique experience in ‘Remains of Ayodhya: Places of Worship’.

The impressionist paintings in oil on canvas seek to discover real meaning in nature, trees, the sky, the
changing colours of night and day take us beyond one religion and its forms into a pristine world of the
spirit. It is akin to the sounds of silence. An experience highly recommended to all in search of Truth beyond
the trodden paths.

Salman Khurshid
Former Foreign Minister, Government of India

In political, religious and social imagination Ayodhya
is constructed as an ideal city but the actions that are
played out in the city are often far from ideal in the
Ramayana and in oral and written Indic traditions. It
is in the aranya or the forest, the ‘other” space; where
mendicants, rsis, sages and seers have their asramas
and practice austerities to gain power and knowledge
and heroes go to seek immortality through loss,
recovery and redemption. Ayodhya as the absent space
remains in the hearts of the characters of the Epic and
its religious, social and political heirs, from the mighty
kings of Southeast Asia to every day devotees from
all hues and communities as they seek to return and
recreate in their material present.

Dr. Seema Bawa
Art Historian and Author




In most religions, the God is in a particular place, in a particular book or
represented by a particular messenger. Hinduism, on the contrary, based
on the Vedic concept states that God was within everyone, and is within
us. So, while the quest for God in other religions led them to books, places
and messengers, in case of the Vedic culture, it led to oneself. There is
no duality between the individual and the God in Hinduism. When a
person has reached this level of understanding, for him or her, God is
everywhere and in everything. This awareness is higher than the aspects
of the world, as Adi Sankaracharya said na mantro na tirtham na vedaa na
yajnyaah.

The Vedic philosophy is contrary to the Western thought that believes in
evolution or development of the human abilities. The Vedic philosophy argues the deterioration of the abilities
to comprehend God, for example, like the ease of knowing God in the Satyuga to the difficulty in Kaliyuga.
The aspects of God, which were easily understandable before, had to be progressively explained in books
like the Vedas and Upanishads. And when it became difficult for the individual to even understand these
works, the thought had to be conveyed through stories like the Ramanaya and Mahabharata, and through
symbols of places of worship. Such symbols represent both the sakaara or the form and the nirakaara or the
formless, and they both represent the Brahman. The form is only one way of making it easy to understand
the formless. The God is infinite in Hinduism, the reason why there are infinite forms. No particular form
represents all of the infinite, just as no particular place of worship. Ayodhya has ancient origins and finds
mention in historical references of South Asia. The meaning of Ayodhya is the place of no violence and no
war. With that essence of non-violence, Ayodhya truly represents the philosophy of Hinduism.

Dr. Sudhanshu Trivedi
Politician and Spokesperson, Bharatiya Janata Party

Sat-Chit-Anand

The pristine and luxuriant nature is revered
across India and among various cultures
of the world, to evoke Sat-Chit-Anand
(truth-consciousness-bliss). Panchabhuta
(five natural elements - earth, water, fire,
sky and air) gifts of the heavenly skies,
that impregnate the earth and sustain
life, appear in these finely executed
impressionistic paintings by Kota Neelima,
as reverence for nature enjoins with faith,
mythology, science and astronomy. The art

works focus on landscape, environment

and ecology as is elaborately elucidated in
Indian scriptures and Vedas. Mountains
full of precious minerals are venerated not only in Hinduism, but also in Jainism, Buddhism, Christianity
and Islam. Variegated forms of flora fauna and living creatures that make up the universe and re-affirm
growth and cyclic pattern of life, are adulated in religion, folklore and art alike. Inspired by faith and rooted
in knowledge, celestial bountiful nature and its elements, are worshiped as icons of fertility and fecundity.
Reverence is accorded to sacred trees and rivers, mother earth and all living creatures as well as the sun,
moon and planets that nurture life. The change of seasons as reflected in the concept of Barahmasa (twelve
months) in the cycle of life and associated cosmic constellations are perceived as the epicenter of metaphysical,
philosophical and spiritual universes.

Varied sacred and worship practices mirror the rich diversity of world cultures. While some seekers route for
their sensory, spiritual, and visual search for the divine amidst pristine nature and environment, others take
recourse to masterly structures built with devotion as godly abodes- temples, mosques, churches and stupas,
to attain a tactile experience of the celestial world for heavenly bliss. There is no dichotomy between the two
streams given that several sacred sanctuaries are located in the lap of nature on mountain tops, amidst thick
forests or river banks. Such pristine sites facilitate meditation and spiritual uplift. Votive offerings created in
clay, wood and other organic material, left in the open near a tree, pond, hill or grove; decompose and remix
with the elements, for new ones to germinate and keep the life cycle going. They reinforce the bond between
different spiritual streams and also speak for conservation of natural resources for posterity.

Sushma K. Bahl
Art Historian, Art Adviser and Curator



REMAINS OF AYODHYA
PLACES OF WORSHIP

Kota Neelima
New Delhi, 2017

The self undertakes two kinds of journeys in a lifetime, the sensory and the spiritual. Like
in any journey, points of reference mark the progress towards the destination and also help
to find meaning in the landmarks crossed on the way. For the self, such points of reference
could be a place, a symbol, a practice or anything that might be externally representative
of its internal journey. Temples, mosques, shrines are places of worship where the lines of
the sensory and the spiritual journeys intersect. These places are points of reference that
provide context to the mind’s spiritual and sensory search. Through rituals and prayer,
the sensory journey is achieved while through contemplation the spiritual journey is
accomplished. And yet, although ritual and tradition could enlist each place of worship
to a sensory journey under a particular religion, the spiritual journey defied such fixation.
For this reason, the identification of places of worship with a religion must remain a mere
functional aspect of the sensory journey. But, when the purpose of the sensory journey is to
seek a spiritual destination, a place of worship must facilitate this transition by undermining
its own relevance. Places of worship, thus, are temporary points of reference on the sensory
journey of the self to its spiritual destination.

Religion seeks to assign permanence to places of worship for the purpose of god-making
through arguments that are mythological, historical, philosophical, temporal, traditional,
among other. The question, therefore, arises on whether the places of worship are restrictive
towards the natural quest of the self to be spiritual. If so, what contours demarcate a place to
be occupied by the religious symbols and un-demarcate it to return it to the whole? What,
for instance, would occupy the space left behind by the removal of a place of worship?
Will the space still serve as a point of reference and if yes, would it be a sensory point of
reference or a spiritual point of reference? If the point of reference were derived only from
rituals and traditions of religion, then the ceasing of these would end the tenure of the place

of worship. If, on the other hand, the points of reference were spiritual, it would continue to
be such a place even without the religious rituals and traditions. The space left behind by a
place of worship must relocate itself in the mind of the traveler on the sensory and spiritual
journey. The space cannot be territorialized like a landmark or a structure, or demarcated
like a nation or a household, but must be reimagined in every place that sought a spiritual

destination.

Ayodhya as a permanent place of worship might have been a sensory point of reference
towards a spiritual destination. Ayodhya as an absent place of worship may now be a spiritual
point of reference. The paintings in the series, Remains of Ayodhya, Places of Worship, seek
to reconceptualise Ayodhya in the mind of the travelers of various religions and unshackle
it from its ritualistic territorialisation and traditional demarcation. The absence of the point
of reference secularizes the space and equalizes it with other absences that must guide the
spiritual journey. Ayodhya symbolizes the elevation of every ritual and tradition to its
meaning, and of every place or structure to an empty space. The hegemonic appropriation
of the space as a point of reference in any religion is further evidence of the sensory journey
that seeks only the sensory destination. On the other hand, the lack of a point of reference in

Ayodhya is sufficient for the spiritual journey that seeks the spiritual destination.

The paintings represent the absence of the point of reference in Ayodhya that equates it with
any place of worship of the spiritual journey. In that, Ayodhya today could be compared
to places that did not have temples, mosques and shrines. It is the space between religious
structures, and is represented by non-ritualistic places of worship, like symbols of nature,
trees, sky, the day and the night. This space is depicted through 23 works of oil on canvas
that free Ayodhya from its perceived boundaries and find it the way it always has been,
without form that belonged to any one religion and without tradition that belonged to any
one faith.
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Difference as expression, Separate, if you can,
As unmediated transformation, The doubt and the belief,
The place and the prison,

The Constant | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas If you can... | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas

Isolated and universal, Light from loss,
A patient, constant revolution. Hope from death.




Places of worship Crowd the absence with gods,
To pray for others Or fill the silence with words;

Prayers for Strangers | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas Places of Worship | 36 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas

The earth remembers Every sky will still hold a prayer,
The prayers for strangers Every heart, a place of worship.




What should be the prayers of the free? Perhaps, this is what it looks like
If not, journeys of light and shades of trees? The humble abode of god,

Prayers of the Free Another Way The Residence!| 36 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas
18 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas 18 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas

Without walls of gold,
Without swords of war.



PLACES OF WORSHIP
THE SKY




It is said,
A tree bloomed somewhere Open the “sacred” window of faith
When a wish came true, Let the gods enjoy some sunlight,

Colours of Prayers | 24 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas Sacred Windows | 24 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas

For all the prayers were colours, Let the Infinite rain upon the Infinite
Some borrowed, some new. Let the Immortal settle this fight.



Idols of temples, Whether it takes a lifetime
Walls of mosques, Or no time to reach,

Talking Stones | 24 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas Worship Within | 24 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas

What would they say, For the waiting places in heart,
If stones could talk? For the worship within.



PLACES OF WORSHIP
THE TREES




Stories from the forest floor
For the leaves yet to be born,

Prayers | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas

Prayers said once before
Prayers said once more.




That which is taken away is complete,

That which is left behind is complete. ..
Once again, it was clear,

No politics or religion,
No rules, votes, no honest notes,

Once Again | 24 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas

No promises of salvation,
No dreams of freedom,
Came free.

Purnam, The Complete-II | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas



How can we? The half is complete
Set aside a place to pray The incomplete is complete.

Places to Pray | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas Purnam, The Complete-I | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas

Somewhere on the moving earth
Sometime under the changing sky.
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For a while,
The Indivisible had a witness

These are not on the map The Self had found the Other,

The resting places of the Moon,

Not On The Map | 24 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas

The secret places of worship
To repair faith lost too soon.

Witness Moon | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas

Then the Moon set among men,
And joined the search for gods.



It could all be a myth, The stars have been waiting
This story of the moonlight For us to look up and see,
It waited to show the way,

Moonlight Story | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas The Believers | 24 inches x 24 inches | Oil on Canvas

They said, Leave the walls to crumble,
it waited every night. Let the believers free.
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A forest trail of footsteps of those gone by, The escape is always open,
It’s a short walk to return, guided by the light. It’s that kind of game.

Forest Trails | Triptych | 18 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas Faith | 24 inches x 24 inches| Oil on Canvas

You'll rule the world if you believe,
If you believe, you already do.



Wishes that will come true,
buried in the forests of mind,

Secret Vaults | Diptych | 18 inches x 36 inches | Oil on Canvas

They breathe in the stillness,
of the secret vaults of time.

Kota Neelima has studied painting techniques at the Arpana
Caur’s Academy of Fine Arts and Literature, New Delhi. She holds
a Master’s Degree in International Relations from the Jawaharlal
Nehru University, Delhi, and was Senior Research Fellow, South
Asia Studies at The Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International
Studies (SAIS), Johns Hopkins University, Washington DC.

Her work for over a decade had deconstructed contemporary reality
through spirituality, presented in five solo exhibitions in Delhi. Her
fourth solo show, First Cause (2012), was based on the Upanishadic
exploration of the cause of all Creation, the cause of all causes.

Three works from this series can be seen on display at the Indira
Gandhi International Airport in New Delhi. Neelima'’s fifth solo exhibition, What the Eyes Can See (2015),
continued her inquiry into causation by contemporary and critical understanding of questions from Indian
philosophy. The works articulated the questions of Nachiketa in Katha Upanishad, about that which is
beyond the right and wrong, the cause and effect, and the questions of Kena Upanishad on what drives the

eye, the mind, the speech, and highlight a force that is separate from choice or survival.

Neelima’s paintings are impressionist-abstract and the medium is oil on canvas. She follows an elaborate
process of making the works, which begins with extensive research of texts, followed by charcoal drawings
on paper before, finally converting them to oil paintings. The symbols used in the paintings are trees, sky,
the moon and birds, which undergo multi-faceted and complex redefinition. The accessible symbols, each
immersed in one or the other aspect of the concept, assist in elaborate exploration of each painting. Besides
the solo exhibitions, her paintings have been featured in art shows in India and abroad. Her work is also a

part of the permanent collection at the Museum of Sacred Art, Belgium.

Neelima has been a journalist for 22 years and, is an author. Her book on devotion, Tirupati A Guide To Life
(2012) has been translated into several languages. The book drew from Skanda Mahapurana to explore the
temple of Tirupati in Southern India. She has also co-authored another book, Tirumala, Sacred Foods of God,
which explains the traditions of Naivedyam and is scheduled to be published soon. Besides religion and
spirituality, Neelima is the author of four bestselling novels on poverty and political corruption, of which
one book, Shoes of the Dead (2013), is being made into a movie. She works from her studio, StudioAdda,
and lives in New Delhi.

Website: www.kotaneelima.com
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