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For a person whose writing work speaks eloquently for
the marginalized and exploited and is so deeply socially
entrenched, her art comes in an entirely different mode
with its cool, quiet, meditative and philosophical demure.
When questioned on this, Kota explains, “my entire effort
is to paint what can’t be written about or talked about or
expressed in words” as through art she seeks to portray
solace, “ananda and peace- nothing more nothing less”.
Taking inspiration from western scientific thinkers such
as Albert Einstein, Isaac Newton and our own scholars
Adi Shankaracharya and others as well as classical Indian
scriptures, this multilayered personality searches for
balance in her writing, art and life. And on science and
art she sees no dichotomy as her work rotates around
concepts of space and time, fundamentally significant in
both domains”. (Excerpt from essay, 2009)
“Tracing the origin of life, she studies through the Vedas
and the Upanishads, in a spirit of inquiry to reflect her
findings in her semi abstract expressions. The notion of
tri-murti seems omnipresent in the flora and fauna refigured in her compositions, may be as some distant hill,
or tree, birds, river, land or a horizon far away. Notable
is the artist’s play of light and shade and her juxtaposition
of colours in a magical mix that turns the static imagery
into dynamic illusionistic re-creation. Another feature that
characterizes Neelima’s work is her underpinned and deep
rooted concepts and poetics. In a fine assimilation of basic
scientific principles, with philosophical layering and Vedic
wisdom, she searches not only for her inspiration but also
the ideation for her art”. (Excerpt from essay, 2012)

her semi abstract impressionistic opaque imagery. The
dichotomy between sight and vision, seeing and imagining,
experiencing and analyzing, sensory and spiritual as well as
manifest and non manifest, that engage the artist also draw
her viewers in, to look beyond what the bare eye can see.
With its focus on prana (life force) – speech, sight, hearing
and other senses, the work incorporates ideation around
the finite and the infinite, the external and the internal, the
ephermal and the perennial”. (Excerpt from essay, 2015)
“The pristine and luxuriant nature is revered across India
and among various cultures of the world, to evoke SatChit-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.
(Excerpt from essay, 2017)

“Questions about what makes the eyes see, what makes
the mind think, how the transcendental forces facilitate
the sensory or spiritual experience reverberate through
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Curator’s Note
Prof (Dr.) Seema Bawa, Art Historian and Author
“As an artist and a writer Kota Neelima questions all
presumptions and assumptions in inherited ideas including
metaphysics. The basic relationship between being and
imaginative consciousness, the relationship between
the creations and creator is the inspiration behind the
series: an attempt to reveal or peal the inexpressible unmanifest opaque, as she sees it, as the Manifest aesthetic
creation. The microcosmic artist thus repeats each time
the macrocosmic Creator.
Neelima’s works play with form and formlessness, using
these to express the material elements and those that
predate time, space and matter. Abstraction in her work
is referential and resonates with intuitive feel of presence
and not mere form as it seeks to partake of this presence
in phenomenon. To a modernist everything must have a
cause & effect. Brahman as presence cannot fit into this
chain. The presence is a truth itself as it does not need the
percipient or the viewer. This translates into Kota’s work
which while celebrating presence eschews the tyranny of
mere forms; and is predicated on the Indian philosophical /
aesthetic tradition”. (Excerpt from essay, 2012)
“Kota Neelima once again initiates an interrogation
of presumptions and assumptions in inherited ideas
predicated against the primordial dichotomy between
being and imaginative consciousness that underlies
attempts to grapple with the un-manifest. An inexpressible
“opaque in objects” that remains untouched by any act of
predication artistic or otherwise.
If we debate anything about Creation itself the only way
of doing is through the process, the act, the phenomenon
of Seeing as a seer (and not ‘eye’ dealísing it) not just
through the sensory alone which reveal the interpreted
world; but through submitting to the phenomena here,
as Heidegger would say, the new predication would
peel through the layers. The first Gateway to knowing,
according to Neelima, is sensation of the world, the eye
and ear reveal these as the interpreted world. The word
and the specular/ sound merge to form the precept which
is sought to be transcended for the un-manifest, its absolute
complete diversity, and the wholeness of Creation. The
artist had halted her quest in the last series at this point, 2
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but seeks, in the current works, to go beyond this gateway,
beyond the visible, to discover that which is invisible.
The artist is aware of the inherent contradiction in
trying to express what lies beyond the visible through
the recognizable and familiar visual grammar, but still
she invites the viewer to embark on a journey in which
‘the eye is not the limiting factor’. Because for her Reality
cannot be known by the eye but by thought (not inherited
thinking but the mood Befindlichkeit)”. (Excerpt from
essay, 2015)
“In political, religious and social imagination Ayodhya
(Places of Worship) 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 (Places of Worship) 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”. (Excerpt from essay, 2017)

Metaphors of the Moon
The absence, like the presence, is a much-misunderstood
notion. The absence of pain is not happiness, the absence
of faith is not treachery, the absence of difference is not
uniformity, and the absence of isolation is not togetherness.
The absence represents reconciliation in a world torn apart
by loss, defeat, desperation and death. The humankind,
born and bred on poverty and deprivation, learns to
reconcile to the absence, and rationalize the presence.
The absence is never inert. It interacts with the mind, in the
same way as the absence of the Moon leaves the sky open
for reinterpretations. The absence is never homogenous.
It is not sameness; like the changing Moon, it is textured
with all that which could have been and all that which still
can be. The absence is never the opposite of the presence,
in the same way as the half Moon is not half, but always
complete. The absence is the Unmanifest; it is the original
state of the Creation and the mind recognises that. This
may be the reason why reconciliation is intuitive and
inevitable in human life.
If such a void is the original state of the mind, it seeks
to return to it as often and as permanently as possible,
through the cycle of creation, immersion and regeneration. The
creation is caused by stimuli for thought that have the power
to replace the absence with presence. The Unmanifest
is manifest because of the mind. It is, after all, the same
Moon, the same eyes. But the mind that perceives it has
changed, and in its endless changing, sees the Moon as
a stranger would. This immersion of the mind in thought
endows it with the power to create. It also leaves an absence
in the mind once the creation is formalised and returns the
mind to a state of void.
The regeneration of the mind takes place with the shared
experience of the world. The mind has never been
individual, it has always been collective. The universal
mind, which travels to the stars and back in a moment,
can also feel every beating heart of humanity, every cry
of pain, and every tear of happiness. In this regeneration
of the mind, there is freedom; there can be no restrictions
on which influences are to be chosen and which are not.
The mind, like the Moon, attracts that light which it wants
to reflect. And thus, creates new thought, new action in a
cyclic repetition of absence and presence.

Kota Neelima
New Delhi, 2018
In the deeper realm, where the mind allows itself to be
boundless, it solves the mysteries of its origin and progress.
Its singularity allows it to reconcile to the absence without
the help of the Manifest world with its pleasure and pain,
loss and gain. With the help of the Manifest world, however,
such reconciliation is never complete. The (un)reconciled
will defy any normative resolution because the Manifest is
a perception, an interpretation, a fable. The Manifest seeks
reconciliation and is disappointed when it fails to find it.
With the Unmanifest, there is no need for reconciliation,
and there is no (un)reconciled. For this reason, the mind
locates the absence at the heart of every presence; the (un)
reconciled at the back of every reconciliation. No life is
reconciled, no peace permanent. This is a world built on
belief in the imagination of the human mind; it is neither
final nor true. It is, however, universal.
The 2018 series of paintings, Metaphors of the Moon,
charts the trajectories of the mind as it travels from absence
to presence in an eternal cycle. The mind is the metaphor
for the Moon. It represents the cyclic process of thought;
its creation, immersion and regeneration, and also is a metaphor
for absence and presence. The lessons of the Moon are
about the fragility of reconciliation and the assurance of
restoration. The paintings are this visualization of the
individualized collective mind that embraces the one and the
infinite with the same ease as it deals with universal pain,
suffering and loss. The mind engages with natural ease
with the task of the larger and impersonal, rather than the
smaller and personal.
Like the Moon, the mind too reduces itself to fit the
mortal world. It binds itself to the temporal, despite the
knowledge of its timelessness, and expanse. The paintings
in the present series seek to depict this universal mind
that encompasses time and space, and comprehends past
and future. They envisage the consciousness as the tree
whose roots seek its origin, to be found at a distance from
its material branches. The 25 works in the 2018 series
represent the various metaphors of the Moon, from the
waters of creation to the transcendent imaginations of
future. The gods were created by the human mind that
knows of the Unmanifest; like the Moon, it is the same
that is different, it is a metaphor of the mind. ■
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Paths that lead to truth are circular,
Roots too need the moonlit nights;
The journey awaits the traveller,
The one who stops to see the sights.

Blue Moon | 48" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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The search defines the mind,
From the depths of roots;
To the dark side of Moon,
To sift hopes from truth.

Origin of Roots | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Never rest, like the bird of flight;
Test the truth, the undying mind.

Long Roots | 36" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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What is the tree?
From what rock is the world hewn?
Why does it fight destiny?
And seek the Unknown?

World Tree | 36" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Reaching is inevitable;
It’s the search that’s optional.

The Reach | 36" x 24" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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The fires of the universe,
Will always burn;
In the embers of the mind,
Until they return.

Fire Light | 36" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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The beginning is only a phrase,
And the end is only a line;
It’s the story of dust, yes,
but every word is alive.

The Story | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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The gold awaits the Moon;
The day departs with the blue.

Gold and Blue | 36" x 24" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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The presence has different names;
The absence is the same.

The Presence | 48" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Roots are stardust,
Hidden in the earth;
Some call it faith,
Some call it lust.

Stardust | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018

24

25

Far from the material,
The logical, the principle;
The will is the counter,
To the visible/invisible.

The Principle | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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The Moon is not far,
Yet, the mind wanders;
Truth is the only escape,
But the thought plays safe.

Metaphors of the Moon | 48" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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It’s the same,
The light, the colour;
The form and the flower,
Whatever the name.

A Name | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Mind knows no distance,
As it waits a lifetime;
For that one instance;
That dialogue with chance.

The Dialogue | 36" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Turning corners of time,
On paths bygone;
The farther the memory,
The closer the dawn.

Corners of Time | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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The Manifest has desires,
Of moonlight on the mountain;
Of soft smoke and fires,
Love lost than found often.

The Manifest | 36" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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It’s an old habit,
And a new season;
The Earth brings the waters,
The Moon brings the stars.

Habit of Moon | 48" x 48" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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They separate the two,
The water and the land;
The makers of rain, and
Their sleight of hand.

Rainmakers | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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From an ancient time,
In an ancient place;
Take back the first light,
Return the final night.

The Absence | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Moving around a centre,
Tethered to its will;
Chasing the purpose,
Round the windmills.

Centres of Circles | 36" x 36" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Complete Circles | 24" x 18" | Oil on Canvas | 2018

The circles are complete anyway,
Some find them full, some far away.
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Branches of Day | 24" x 18" | Oil on Canvas | 2018

The day must be the branches,
And, the night awaits in the tree.
They know it all;
the smug roots of memory.

47

Where the waters end,
Begin the waves to come.

If only there were distant shores to see,
The roots that uphold the tree.

Waters | 48" x 18" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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Green Earth | 48" x 18" | Oil on Canvas | 2018
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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 has deconstructed contemporary
reality through spirituality, presented in six 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. Her sixth solo exhibition, Places of Worship
in 2017, reimagined devotion spiritually and through symbols of nature.

Flourish Free | 24" x 18" | Oil on Canvas | 2018

Flourish, the matter;
The mind, be free.

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 23 years and, is an author. Her book on devotion, Tirupati A Guide
To Life (2012) was translated into several languages. The book drew from Skanda Mahapurana to
explore the temple of Tirupati in Southern India. She also co-authored another book, Tirumala,
Sacred Foods of God, which explains the traditions of Naivedyam. 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. Her new book, Widows of Vidarbha,
Making of Shadows, (2018, Oxford University Press) is based on the narratives of widows of farmers
who had committed suicide due to agricultural distress and debt burden. She works from her
studio, StudioAdda, and lives in New Delhi.

Website: www.kotaneelima.com
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Anuj Parti, documenting the paintings
at StudioAdda
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