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Introduction

I situate my artistic works in an expanded understanding of a text-
based practice, in which writing is neither an isolated activity nor the 
sole final output of a work. Producing text is accompanied and influ-
enced by experiences, memories, actions, intentions and methods of 
creating. These processes also include experimenting, reacting, failing, 
feeling, reflecting, collaborating and unexpected encounters that all 
shape the content and form of a work.

My text-based artistic practice is influenced by my background in 
journalism as well as passion for spoken word poetry, short stories 
and blogging. Within my drawings, installations and readings, words 
take up written, visual and and spoken forms. I am interested in text 
as a means of telling stories, sharing, generating awareness, speaking 
out and against, as well as provoking thoughts. I mostly work from an 
autobiographical approach and I often engage in labor intensive 
repetitive methods such as digging, sewing and cutting by hand. 
These actions transfrom into a dual process of making and thinking, 
which I then bring back into my writing and thus, works.

Selected verbs with related works briefly and chronologically outlines my 
artistic practice under five subgroups of verbs in their infinitive forms, 
written in Nepali and English languages. Each subgroup focuses on a 
particular work made between September 2013 to May 2015 as a 
Master of Fine Arts student at Valand Academy in Gothenburg, Sweden.
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We came upon each other’s shoe stories while walking from 
Vasaplatsen to Valand - my friend Maria Gordana Belić’s Startas 
sneakers and my Goldstar sneakers. “These are called Maobadi Jutta or 
Maoist/Communist/People’s shoes in Nepal,” I had casually said to her 
about my black Goldstar sneakers. I was taken back by surprise when 
she replied, pointing at her black Startas sneakers, “And these are also 
called communist shoes!” We listened to each other’s shoe stories and 
histories, and promised to exchange pairs the next summer.

This was at the beginning of my stay in Sweden, sometime in Septem-
ber/October 2013. In November the same year, I decided to make a 
work about our shoes, asking Maria to collaborate with me.

In The souls of our soles, I painted on the wall of the exhibition space, one 
of each shoe to make a new pair - her right shoe and my left shoe. 
Horizontally symmetrical to the new pair were our disjunct thoughts 
and notes. We wrote directly onto the wall without preparing or edit-
ing. In these, we recollected parts of our conversation. We re-revealed 
to the viewers/readers the shared and singular stories, histories and 
anecdotes behind each shoe. Maria talked of her fear of Startas being 
taken over by a young Italian designer and selling them at higher 
prices. I recalled how the shopkeeper had warned me about Goldstar 
shoes being labelled as Maobadi Jutta, when I was about to buy one in 
2012. But it was post Maoists’ Revolution/People’s War already (1996-
2006). Did it still matter?

The souls of our soles no longer exists as a tangible work. It was painted 
over. That it should remain was not important. That Maria and I had 
shared our stories to each other and to others, was more important. 
That we had by the end of the summer of 2014 exchanged shoes, was 
more important.
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Exhibition overview
The souls of our soles, 2013
Ink and gouache on wall, 60 cm x 120 cm
‘Not Everybody is a Painter’, Rotor 1, Valand Academy, Sweden

Photograph by Emelie Sjunnesson



9



10



11

In the spring of 2014, we went as a class of 14 artists to the village of 
Kalv in the Svenljunga Municipality of Sweden. Our task was to create 
a site specific work for an exhibition in an old former school building. 
We kept notes of our site visits and wrote progress letters about our 
work. For me, these notes and letters were filled with ambivalence   
towards the task, with my struggle to connect to Kalv and to 
therefore, produce a work that responded and contributed to the site. 

The few and far between visits (only three in five months) to Kalv 
further made me feel like non-Nepali photographers, artists and 
researchers coming to Nepal for a very short period of time and 
making a mediocre artwork or writing a shallow paper. I felt like a 
hypocrite for being in a similar situation.

The work, titled Maybe, that came about centered on this struggle and 
ambivalence. I dug out the following sentence on a piece of land in the 
school yard:

Maybe I have come with hands empty and you too have nothing to offer. 

It was a message that I had to say to Kalv and to people living there, 
but the exchange of these words could also be between any two 
strangers, two places, two objects. To accept that I couldn’t give or 
contribute anything and perhaps, that the feeling could be mutual was 
okay. To expect nothing in return was perhaps okay. To come and to 
leave with empty hands was perhaps okay.

In the message to Kalv, I had unwittingly approved of me going to 
an unknown place, making an artwork that may or may not relate in 
anyway, and then leaving was in fact, okay and not hypocritical at all. 
I had failed to reflect and read through my own words as I focused on 
completing the digging of letters before the exhibition opened.

And so, to fail and to regret also came with the afterlife of the work 
Maybe, which by now has disappeared from the school’s yard.
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Maybe, 2014
Text dug in ground, 7 meters x 12 meters 
'A Temporary Roof’, Kalv, Sweden 
Photograph by Kjell Caminha
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Maybe, 2014
Text dug in ground, 7 meters x 12 meters 
'A Temporary Roof’, Kalv, Sweden 
Photograph by Matilda Enegren
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The journeys to and back from Gothenburg to Kalv, exploring the old 
school building, my disconnection to the place, and my experiments 
of digging out huge letters with tiny hand tools, all evoked different 
memories of my hometown Kathmandu, and my grandparents and 
their village Taji in Nepal. My baje (grandfather) had passed away in 
January 2014 and my bajai (grandmother) was still preparing to plant 
rice in the coming monsoon. I remembered them and the rice terraces 
in Taji, as I uprooted grass and moss in Kalv.

The Letter K was a reading of a text that brought together these experi-
ences and memories, surrounding the making of the work Maybe. The 
Letter K referred to Kalv, Kathmandu and to my first name. 
The reading ended with the following paragraph:

Now in my middle seat, I think of taking the net back to the goal post the next time I 
am in Kalv. It belongs there. I will go to the field instead. I will serve tea in the middle 
of the field, I tell myself and feel pleased. There were even cups in the closet that 
looked similar to those in Kathmandu.

I must make tea.

When villagers in Taji go to to the mela, they do not mean that they 
are going to a fair as the literal translation would say. Instead, they 
are going to someone’s rice fields or terraces to work in exchange 
for money or parma (labour) in return. At the mela, they work togeth-
er from morning till late evening. At the mela, they bring each other’s 
oxen to plough the land. At the mela, they take breaks to eat meals 
together and to drink tea.

I did not go to the football field in Kalv. I ended up serving tea in the 
kitchen of the school building, where I also did the reading. Serving 
tea and reading out loud to tea-drinking listeners at Kalv wouldn’t and 
couldn’t bring Taji’s mela to Kalv. It could only spark a sense of longing 
and togetherness for me.

In Kalv, I had worked three full days digging the letters for Maybe and 
my hand hurt for many days after that. My jaws hurt because I had 
clenched them tight as I dug. But to openly talk about the pain in my 
hands and jaws came with a sense of guilt. It was insignificant 
compared to the work bajai does on a daily basis-cut grass, feed the 
cows, collect firewood, cookw, clean the house, tend to the crops, 
watch out for foxes preying on roosters and hens. And she was 83.
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The Letter K, 2014
Reading, 10 minutes
‘A Temporary Roof’, Kalv, Sweden 
Left and above photographs by Kjell Caminha
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The work these are blanks i’d rather leave empty but then they stare right back at 
me took it’s roots on one question that was frequently asked to me as 
a child. ‘Ani timro buwale k garnu huncha?’ or ‘And what does your father do?’ 

To begin with this question meant opening a big part of my personal 
background of being raised by a single and divorced mother in 
Kathmandu, and revealing the struggles that came with that in a 
patriarchal social and legal structure. It meant accepting the challenge 
to be vulnerable, to be questioned and critiqued on an autobiographi-
cal work. It meant a continuous negotiation of balancing the 
autobiographical content and mode of address in the style of writing, 
so that it allowed visitors into the work.

Between September 2013 and March 2015, the singular question 
shifted from painting into sewing on paper and textile, and finally, into 
an installation of cut out texts on paper. It evovled from disjunctive 
memories and angry verses into a three-part reading addressing my 
father, the Nepali society and government, and my mother.

Choosing to read the text out loud as a live spoken word performance 
carried an urgency to share my story and to reject hegemonical-
ly state supported patriarchal norms, lineage and castes systems in 
Nepal, through speech and through the removal of my last name in the 
exhibition space. It was a protest against the discriminatory citizenship 
laws of Nepal that do not permit single mothers to pass their citizen-
ships to their children and always, demand for the father. It intended 
to raise a voice for equality and to problematize the seemingly 
unassuming question of ‘ani timro buwale k garnu huncha?’
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these are blanks i’d rather leave empty 
but then they stare right back at me, 2015 
Installation with cut out text on paper, 3 meters x 4 meters
Reading, 15 minutes
Valand Master Thesis Exhibitions, Gothenburg, Sweden
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Opposite page, top and center photographs by Maximilien Van Aertryck
Bottom left and above photographs by Alanna Lynch
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 all this waiting, it makes one anxious. spring, summer, 
monsoon, winter. night, day. day, night. \\  i left the tea cup in the 
microwave once again. another five sips of tea gone to waste. i silently 
say sorry to the tea. i don’t know why. \\ it makes one nervous when 
the tram is late. you keep staring at the screen and the minutes are 
passing so slow. then there is the occasional shuffling of restless 
feet, of your own and others, the dragging of weary soles that try to 
stay within their own boundaries. \\ now and then, i end up pricking 
my finger with the needle and a tiny droplet of blood oozes out. like 
when you prick yourself with a rose or a cactus thorn. \\ am i following 
the thought, the thread or the needle? \\ the thread rustles softly 
against the paper. back in the days, they made kites out of it. i can 
only imagine the sound of the kite taking flight. soaring as high as 
the hand, thread and wind would take it. \\ now i suddenly yearn for 
dust. so that i can come home at the end of the day and shake it off 
of my clothes, my hair and my toes. \\ crossed fingers. eyes squeezed 
shut. clenched jaws. tinnitus ringing in my left ear. all this waiting. it 
makes one anxious. \\ i try to recollect the leftovers of conversations. 
memories i attempted to breach into. but stopped midway. gave in. 
gave up. let go. for another day.
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Exhibition overview
Am I following the thought, the thread or the needle?, 2015
Text on plywood, stitching on Lokta paper
‘Transition/Omvandling’, Göteborgs Konsthall, Sweden
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Selected verses 
vs. relevant  
contexts

Contextualization Essay - Master’s Essay for the Degree of Master of Fine Arts, 
Presented to Valand Academy at University of Gothenburg in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree of Master of Fine Arts, Spring 2015

examining the socio-cultural and political framework  
behind the artwork ‘these are blanks i’d rather leave  
empty but then they stare right back at me.’
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Introduction

Selected verses vs. relevant contexts focuses on examining the socio-cultural 
and political framework behind my artwork produced and presented at 
the Valand Master Thesis Exhibitions from March 17 to April 11, 2015. 
The text-based work is titled these are blanks i’d rather leave empty but 
then they stare right back at me. The content of the text divulges different 
incidents and stories from my experiences of growing up as a child 
of a single/divorced mother in my hometown Kathmandu, Nepal. It is 
written primarily in English, with certain verses in Nepali and Swedish. 
The text is divided into three parts that speaks to/addresses three 
separate you’s/entities. They are namely my father, the Nepali com-
munity/government and my mother. It is important to state that in the 
work itself, these entities remain anonymous but are mentioned here 
for the sake of clarity in the essay.

The work consisted of two segments that communicated and 
presented the text - an installation carrying parts of the text, and a 
live reading of the complete text. In the installation, a three meters tall 
by four meters wide sheet of collaged Nepali paper hangs from a wire 
in the middle of the exhibition space. Selected verses from the text 
are cut out off this paper. In the spoken word performance, I stood 
in front of the installation and read the text out loud from a booklet. I 
shifted my position each time the addressed ‘you’ changed within the 
text to indicate the end of each part. The length of the performance 
was around 15 minutes and was carried out four times during the 
exhibition period.

In this essay, I take verses  , as points of departure into discussing the 
specific tensions that revolve in and around the work, it’s contexts, 
methods and intentions. These include problematizing the question 
‘and what does your father do?’ through Nepal’s political history and 
thus stating how the personal becomes political for me. This politici-
zation of my work is also linked to the citizenship laws in Nepal and 
how the Nepali state conceptualized a gendered citizenship. I further 
discuss the negotiations and arguments on presenting a ‘useful iden-
tity’ through an autobiographical work. I end with placing my work 
within feminist discourse in the Nepali contemporary art.
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The not-so-personal, personal question

i had wanted to believe that you were a businessman,
not as a lie i was told to repeat whenever circumstances required me to do so.
(Part 1)

My thesis work began from a question that I was frequently asked 
while I was growing up Kathmandu. The question was ‘ani timro buwale k 
garnu huncha?’ or ‘and what does your father do?’

With our parents having separated when my brother and I were very 
young, I was dumbfounded each time I got the question - be it in 
school from teachers or in interactions with people in the community 
and even in conversation with strangers. Up until my 20s, I hesitated 
to tell the truth that they were separated (and later divorced), that I 
lived with my mother and brother, and that I had no clue about my 
father’s whereabouts. Each time I lied and said he was a business-
man or was abroad, more questions would pile up on me: ‘what kind 
of business, which country, where is his ancestral village, what is his 
last name?’ When I couldn’t answer some of these questions, I would 
remain silent and feel embarrassed. More importantly, similar inquiries 
were never or rarely made about my mother.

This inundation of questions I faced can be compared to the ques-
tions Ien Ang talks about in her book On Not Speaking Chinese (2001), in 
relation to identity politics and diaspora problematics. Ang, who calls 
herself a migrant intellectual, was born in Indonesia to parents of Chi-
nese descent, raised in Holland and lived in Australia at the time she 
wrote the book. The question she was often asked was ‘where are you 
from?’ to which she would reply ‘From Holland’. The question would 
then return to her as ‘No, where are you really from? (Ang, 2001, p. 29; 
original emphasis).

For Ang, the frequency with which she faced this question combined 
with the expectation of an answer other than ‘Holland’, of ‘somewhere 
in Asia’ or even precise ‘China’, became ‘disturbing signals for the 
impossibility of complete integration’. For a migrant like her and many 
others, it referred to the compulsion of having to always inevitably 
position herself as a ‘deviant vis-à-vis the normal’ in a dominant  
culture. It also became an indicator of a lack or loss of authenticity. 
The question ‘where you are from’, therefore comes with several  
cultural-political presumptions and implications, that have been  
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hegemonically constructed and goes beyond the particularities of her 
arbitrary personal history (p. 30).

Similarly, the arbitrary personal question ‘ani tirmo buwale k garnu huncha?’ 
that I got and the rest of the questions that follow it, also come im-
bued with cultural-political presumptions and implications, the foun-
dations of which go deep into Nepal’s political history.  They assume 
that I have a father who is the provider/head of the family and that my 
mother is probably an ‘agency-less, illiterate, Hindu housewife’. They 
include discriminations and judgements that are based upon learning 
my/father’s last name, which is also my/his caste.

While the caste system in Nepal has been officially abolished, it con-
tinues to have ‘material as well as social and cultural legitimacy’ 
(Tamang, 2009, p. 64). In the 14th century, King Jayasthiti Malla classi-
fied the people of Kathmandu Valley into 64 caste groups, with dif-
ferent occupations and social functions. The first Muluki Ain (Country 
Code) made in 1854 ranked Nepali people into four main hierarchies of 
castes which included categories such as ‘untouchables’ and ‘non-en-
slavable alcohol drinkers’ (Subedi, 2010, p. 152). Access to rights, 
education, commerce, participation in politics, and punishments for 
criminal offences were dictated by this hierarchy. 

It is this hegemonically constructed caste hierarchy that still comes 
into play in Nepal when questions regarding one’s father’s profession 
and lineage are posed. My inability to answer these questions further 
complicated matters and was considered outrageous. The interroga-
tion would then continue: ‘How don’t you know? Why don’t you know? 
Go home and ask your mother.’ These ‘personal’ questions then take a 
political turn.

And thus in saying out loud during my spoken word performance -

i am angry and i am bitter
and i refuse to carry your name.
(Part 1)

- and by removing my (father’s) last name/caste from my exhibition 
space, I had multiple intentions. I wanted to subtly protest against 
and reject the assumptions and prejudices last names/castes carry. I 
wanted to reject the patriarchal lineage system and I wanted to emo-
tionally, symbolically disown my father.  
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However, legally his last name still remains my last name. Despite his 
absence in my life, he is my legal guardian because his name is written 
in my citizenship card. It is with this physical absence yet ironic legal 
presence of my father that I bring into my installation by the cutting 
out words from paper. Even though, this act of cutting out makes the 
words physically invisible/absent from the paper, they are still pres-
ent/readable/ visible in the form of stencils.

The question ‘ani timro buwale k garnu huncha?’ is also intrinsically 
connected to the patrilineal based citizenship laws of Nepal that have 
come under constant debate in the recent years as Nepal writes a new 
constitution, post the Maoist Revolution/People’s War of 1996-2006.

Gendered Citizenship

In order to understand the current debate of the citizenship laws of 
Nepal, it has been important for me to understand the structuring of 
what Seira Tamang writes as ‘the Nepali woman’ and subsequent for-
mation of a gendered citizenship.

Seira Tamang in her 2002 essay ‘Dis-embedding the sexual/so-
cial contract: citizenship and gender in Nepal’ discusses how the 
Panchayat rule (1961-1990) participated in instilling patriarchal values 
and created a gendered citizenship, in its attempts to fervently 
construct a Nepali nationalism, identity, and to develop the country. 
These included declaring Nepal a Hindu state, Nepali the national lan-
guage and the monarch as the ‘center of loyalty’ - all of which  
suppressed the fact that over 60 non-Hindu, non-Nepali speaking  
ethnic groups lived in the country.

Tamang elaborates that this ‘imposition of a hegemonic national 
culture based on the norms of the Hindu male state elite’ emphasized 
the need to ‘re-establish a virile masculine nation of citizens’. 
Masculinized discourses of ‘sovereignty, independence and moderni-
zation’ meant the construction of what masculinity is not i.e.  
femininity. Thus, the conceptualization of ‘the Nepali woman’ as a 
homogenized, Hindu, de-politicized, disadvantaged, helpless, illiterate, 
backward and in need of assistance was something that was well-suit-
ed to the ‘masculinist project’ of bikas or development (p. 315). 
Furthermore, this concept of ‘the Nepali woman’ also fitted the  
category of the agency-less, oppressed ‘Third World Woman’ that 
international donor agencies and institutions were seeking to develop 
(p. 317). It was in these two contexts, that a gendered citizenship was 
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propagated and ‘the Nepali woman’ as a category was formed so that 
she could be ‘developed’ (ibid.).

In the light of this context, it doesn’t seem surprising that the Citizen-
ship Act in 1964 was suddenly revised from allowing either parent to 
transfer citizenships to their children to just the father being allowed. 
Therefore, despite having raised my brother and me on her own, my 
mother could not transfer her Nepali citizenship to either of us.

you demanded his signature - and that alone would suffice.
me being his descent was the only way i could prove my right to a citizenship, 
to a nationality, and my right to everything else.
(Part 2)

Instead, we were granted citizenships after a copy of our father’s  
citizenship was compared to his brother’s. Since it proved that they 
had the same father, our uncle was able to sign the application.

Post Maoist Revolution (1996-2006), the Citizenship Act was revised 
in 2006 to state that ‘Any person born at the time when his father or 
mother is a citizen of Nepal, shall be a citizen of Nepal by descent’ (my 
emphasis). However, the constitution currently being written by the 
second Constituent Assembly has since changed the clause to ‘father 
and mother’ (Sigdel, 2015). At the crux of the citizenship debate are 
these two clauses: ‘mother and father’ vs ‘mother or father’.

Several individuals, youth groups and non-governmental organiza-
tions launched campaigns, street rallies, online petitions and Facebook 
events against the ‘mother and father’ clause beginning September 
2014. The ‘and’ clause makes it impossible for single mothers 
(divorced, widowed), women married to non-Nepalis to transfer  
citizenships to their children on the basis of descent. The National 
Census of Nepal reported that over 800,000 children below the age 
of 16 are living with single mothers and a study by Forum for Women, 
Law and Development, a non-governmental organization at the  
forefront to the citizenship campaign, estimates that by the year 2021, 
6.7 million people (26.14% of the total population) will be without  
citizenships and thus, stateless.

The autobiographical approach - negotiations and ‘useful identity’

While there were strong personal and political contexts where I could 
that ground my work, it’s autobiographical approach made me wary 



38

of appearing narcissistic and self-centered. It was thus a continuous 
challenge for me to find a balanced mode of address that I felt opened 
up to the viewer/reader/listener but also retained the autobiographi-
cal narrative. This came with the decision to remove all specific identi-
fiers such as names of people, places and to simply address a ‘you’ in 
the three-part text.

do you remember the last time you talked to me, hugged me or held my hand? 
(Part 1)

and how can you speak of equality and fairness, 
when you have twisted the laws to suit yourself? 
(Part 2)

you truly believed that this would set the stars on the right path for me, 
before it was too late. 
(Part 3)

In her autobiographical video work Measures of Distance from 1988, Mona 
Hatoum’s voiceover reads letters written by her mother to her as she 
lives in exile in London and her mother lives in Lebanon. Writing about 
Measures of Distance, Joanne Morra explains how the intimacy shared 
between Hatoum and her mother is ruptured because ‘the ‘I’ of the 
letter is being read by the ‘you’, and the ‘you’ is both the addressee of 
the letter - the daughter - and the viewer of the work’ (Morra, 2007, 
p. 98). Hatoum opens up the work for us as viewers to enter and to 
become the ‘you’. She thus invites us ‘into the aural, visual and lin-
guistic frame’ (ibid.). Similarly, Sharon Hayes in her live performance, 
‘Everything Else Has Failed! Don’t You Think It’s Time for Love?’ speaks into a  
microphone and addresses an unnamed ‘you’, a lover. People passing 
by in the streets become her listeners and her unnamed you.

By choosing to work in the same strategy, I wanted to open my work 
to the viewer/listener/reader, in which they could take the position of 
either ‘I’ or ‘you’ and make it less about me and the Nepali context.

When talking about her autobiographical approach in the book On 
Not Speaking Chinese, Ien Ang writes that using this approach does 
not necessarily mean resorting to ‘personal experience as a privi-
leged source of authority, uncontrollable and therefore unamendable 
to others.’ Rather, Ang states that ‘the displayed self is a strategically 
fabricated performance, one which stages a useful identity, an identity 
which can be put to work’ (Ang, 2001, p. 23-24, original emphasis). 
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Following Ang’s definition, I then question myself about the kind of 
identity I put forward in my autobiographical work and whether it is 
useful or not, and to whom. Finding an answer to these questions have 
been a challenge in itself. 

To make a generalized claim that I am a ‘Nepali woman/artist’ mak-
ing works that speak against patriarchy through an autobiographical 
approach, in a non-Nepali/western context i.e. Sweden would be 
problematic. It risks putting myself into the Western white feminist 
representation of the ‘Third World woman’ as a ‘powerless, oppressed 
and implicit victim of particular socio-economic systems’ (Mohanty, 
1984, p. 338). 

If I were to make the same claim within Nepal, I equally risk in  
perpetuating the stereotypical identity of ‘the Nepali woman’ as a 
homogenous, monolithic and backward group. Moreover, I also risk 
in assuming that all Nepali women in the Women’s Movement of Nepal 
have one agenda i.e. campaigning for citizenship through the mother. 
As Tamang notes in an article criticizing mainstream Nepali feminism, 
that ‘while equal citizenship for women is an issue that affects all 
women, it may not be the only, or even the most important, issue in 
terms of identity of many marginalised women’ (Tamang, 2015).

Perhaps then the most relevant identity lies in my specific experiences 
of being a child of a single/divorced mother in Kathmandu, and the 
challenges that comes with it in a patriarchal social and legal setting. 
This identity is useful in challenging the arbitrary personal question, 
‘Ani timro buwale k garnu huncha?’ by highlighting its political implications 
within Nepal’s socio-cultural and political history.

Relevance in contemporary Nepali art

Concerns related to citizenship laws in Nepal, women’s rights and 
equality, child trafficking and menstruation are among the many 
themes that are continuously addressed and raised by artists (mostly 
women) in their practice within contemporary Nepali art. The urgen-
cy and relevance of a feminist discourse is shown by the fact that the 
first Kathmandu International Art Festival organized by the Siddhartha 
Arts Foundation in 2009, focused on subverting ‘mythical’ notions and 
representations of women in Nepal. It’s title ‘Separating Myth from 
Reality: Status of Women’ referred to the irony that while the Kumari, a 
virgin prepubescent girl is worshipped as a living goddess, women are 
far from achieving equal status as men in the country.



40

At the forefront of this discourse is the Nepali artist Ashmina Ran-
jit. In her 2010 performance Feminine Force, she walked around in the 
Basantapur Durbar Square of Kathmandu wearing a dress made out of 
8,580 sanitary pads (Hagy, 3011, p. 36). A long thin red tube carrying 
blood was wrapped around her waist. She would occasionally drip 
some blood on one of the sanitary pads, wrap it up and dispose it in a 
trashcan. Feminine Force sought to raise questions against traditional 
Hindu beliefs that dictate menstruation and menstrual blood as impure 
and taboo. Her public performance with thousands of exposed pads 
and blood ‘infringe(d) upon the mental space of traditional Nepalese 
citizens and force(d) a visceral reaction’ (ibid.).

Through her ‘in-your-face’ installations and performances, Ranjit’s 
attempts to ‘constantly interrogate, challenge and confront cultural 
stereotypes’ in issues related to female identity, sexuality, desire and 
social gendering (Bangdel, 2014). She asserts herself as a feminist 
‘artivist’ (social activist+art) and a Third World artist working in the 
cultural specificity of South Asia.

Even though I am geographically based in Sweden, I do ground my 
work these are blanks i’d rather leave empty but then they stare right back at me 
in the contemporary Nepali art context and in line with Ranjit’s artistic 
practice of nearly two decades. It is a feminist autobiographical work 
that confronts patriarchal norms in Nepal and politicizes what is  
normally viewed as a casual, personal question. I feel that my work is 
in dialogue with Ranjit’s practice and to the works of spoken word  
poets Ujjwala Maharjan and Yukta Bajracharya, who speak of issues 
of violence against women in their performance. At the moment, I 
wouldn’t say that the work is aimed at social activism, or ‘artivism’, 
but I do see its potential to become one. The Valand Master Thesis 
Exhibition is not the culmination point of the work, but rather a start in 
taking it further - especially in Kathmandu, Nepal.
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The Letter K

Sitting in the middle seat of the car is not 
necessarily bad. In fact, it’s the best seat if 
you want to listen to what everybody has to 
say. Payam’s eyes are set on the road ahead. 
Azadeh has her head turned around from the 
front passenger seat. Matilda and Alanna, to my 
left and right, are talking about the flies (dead 
and alive) back at the school house we have 
just left. It is to do with the winter and the cow 
dung from farms around, Matilda argues, while 
Alanna has her own scientific theory of a dead 
decaying body of something in the attic.

As we pass through farms on the road back to 
Borås, the familiar smell of dung fills the car, 
even through it’s closed windows. I think of 
bajai and the cow shed back in Taji. The last 
time I talked to ama, she said that bajai would 
go ahead and plant crops this year too ... 
maize, rice and probably, millet too. She’s 83. 
We’ve been trying to convince her to move to 
Kathmandu and live an easier life. But she won’t 
listen.

I wonder how it would feel to visit her in the 
village now, without baje around. Without him 
taking his afternoon nap on the tiny mud porch 
- his blue Nokia mobile and Panasonic radio by 
his side. His muffler wrapped around his head 
and the fluorescent pink towel around his waist. 
Coughing sporadically in his sleep.

Baje went away peacefully in January.

The car is moving through rows of endless fir 
trees. If we had been leaving Kathmandu Valley, 
instead of Kalv, we would have been winding 
down the hills to Naubise. We would have been 
taking in the dust of the highway and hoping 
that we wouldn’t fall off the edge as the car 
swerved around the corners.
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I glance at my nails. They still carry traces of 
mud from the digging I did at the school. Aza-
deh filmed me as I shoved the tiny spade into 
the moss and tore it up to spell out M-A-Y-B-E.

“It feels so violent,” I said to her. She smiled 
back and shook her head. Two guys walked 
past the school, eyeing us suspiciously. One 
digging, the other filming. We exchanged one 
word.

“Hej”. 
“Hej”.

I thought of bajai then too. As I dug.

Of bajai’s hands.
The leathery wrinkles collected at her joints. 
The coarseness of her palms.
The funny crookedness of her fingers tips ...

The huge blue and white signs along the road 
distract me and I lose my train of thought. I 
start a new one.

I go back to trace the events of the weekend. 
Azadeh and I talking about our reasons of being 
here at Valand. Agreeing and disagreeing, but 
listening to each other. We missed Maria.  
Payam doing most of the dishes after our 
meals. Alanna hurrying up and down the house 
to film the flies. She was discovering new 
things by the hour. Matilda going on long walks 
in the area. She brought back an old leaf for me 
from one of her walks.

“Sunlight is the only magic we have,” I remem-
ber her saying, as we ate outside in the sun.

I agree.
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It was the sunlight in Panter Rummet that 
had drawn me in, in our previous and second 
group visit to Kalv. Sometime in mid-March. A 
Saturday morning. I had settled on a chair in 
the middle of the room to untie the knots of 
the strings I had found in our brief walk from 
Kalvsjögården to the school that morning. But 
the cooking from the night before had left me 
exhausted and in the little time I had to myself, I 
felt more disconnected to the place.

Places, cities, towns, squares, roads, alleys, 
puddles, bricks.

Kathmandu.
I always go back to Kathmandu. 
K for Kathmandu. 
K for Kalv. 
And I am the oscillating K.

I connected to patterns instead. To the metal 
grids hanging on the ceiling of the room. To 
the squares of the cork board. To the shifting 
shadows of the window blinds. To the green 
nets hanging off of the goal posts. The color 
took me back to scaffolding nets in Kathman-
du, where tall ugly buildings are crawling up 
to the surface. Creating eclipses. Swallowing 
everything slowly.

That night when we got back from Kalv, Azadeh 
wrote to us, “Sometimes, life is too heavy.” I 
had replied:

i feel that way too. that sometimes, life is too heavy. like 
i am carrying boulders on my shoulders and i am trying 
hard not to trip or fall or sprain my ankle again.

but what is this weight i feel, in front of those who work at 
brick kilns, those who fill their dokos with sand, rocks and 
stones, those who toil in the heat, cold and wind. what is 
this weight in front of those who live on a daily wage, who 
beg on the streets, who sleep in the corners of dark alleys.
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what is this weight that i cannot even put on a scale and 
yet, i claim that it is too heavy?

I replay my own words in my head as we near 
Borås.

I realize I am eternally confused.

Early this morning, I sat swinging in the garden, 
staring at the goal post. In a spontaneous move, 
I jumped off the swing, removed the net and 
dragged it into Panter Rummet and hung it from 
the grids above. I loved it but as the day waned, 
I didn’t. For some reason, my action felt violent 
again.

Now in my middle seat, I think of taking the net 
back to the goal post the next time I am in Kalv. 
It belongs there. I will go to the field instead. 
I will serve tea in the middle of the field, I tell 
myself and feel pleased. There were even cups 
in the closet that looked similar to those in 
Kathmandu.

I must make tea.
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these are blanks i'd 

rather leave empty 

but then they stare 

right back at me. 
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PART 1

i had wanted to believe 
that you were a businessman.
not as a lie i was told to repeat whenever circumstances 
required me to do so.
i had wanted to believe that the birthday card was real too.
that you were on business in new york, like you had written on it.

how could we as kids know where new york was?
we had lived in dormitories of boarding schools away from home,
even before we had stopped wetting our beds at night.
never knowing when you had come home, if you had come home 
or would come home the next time we were there.

i had wanted to believe that it was not true.
that you were abroad when i was born. that you had not been there.
on business again, perhaps?

these are not questions for you though.
it doesn’t matter to me anymore.
det spelar ingen roll.
malai kehi pharaka pardaina.

truly.

but there still is the weight of knowing.
the weight i wish a pill could dissolve away.
and there still is this feeling of sinking into words.
the feeling i wish a cough could empty out.
and there are still days when nothing makes sense again.
i am angry and i am bitter
and i refuse to carry your name.

do you remember the last time you talked to me,  
hugged me or held my hand?
me neither. there were no proper goodbyes.

and so photographs of you still hang at home. 
but they seem to belong to a distant past.
a past that seems unreal to me today, all made up, blurry and twisted, 
where real events and imagined ones have merged together.
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malai kehi pharaka pardaina.
det spelar ingen roll. 
it doesn’t matter to me anymore.

your pictures on the wall. 
i hardly notice the one by the book shelves. 
but each time i accidentally do, 
i wonder if you remember the last time you talked to me, 
hugged me or held my hand.

you never came to any family gatherings. 
i heard that you showed up occasionally 
at the doorsteps of your cousins. 
but not of your own brothers, who had disowned you 
as much as you had disowned us.

you did once come to the newspaper office though.
somehow, you knew that i worked there. 
you had come to meet my copy editor, 
whom you knew from your childhood.
he told you to leave before i showed up at work.
he was certain that i didn’t want to see you.

but that was half-true. 
i didn’t and i did.

yes and no.

no, because i kept telling myself that i absolutely hated you 
for what you did.
and that there could be no reconciliation from my part.
yes, because i had made plans for when i would see you, 
if i would ever see you. 
throughout my teenage years, i had been planning for this fitting re-
venge.

then it happened the same year. when i was 19 years old.
i saw you. suddenly. at a place i had least expected.

i was on an assignment for the newspaper at a hotel.
i walked in and there you stood in the middle of the hall.
i looked straight at you in disbelief and you too, looked my way.
everything else, everybody else in the room is a blur in my memory.
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the plan. the plan. the plan.
the plan i had rehearsed in my head infinitely.
the plan ruptured and fell apart in one instance.

i froze.
i was nervous, shaky, shocked and confused.
i was certain that you hadn’t recognized me.
and that broke me.

i ran away.

i ran away into the dark street outside until i got to the main road.
i jumped into the first bus i saw.
i cried on the bus because it hurt more than i thought it would 
and because i was angry at myself.
i hadn’t slapped you like i had planned.

all those years
it was your absence that had silenced me
but in that moment, it was 
your presence that had silenced me.
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PART 2

you shove the form back towards me 
and tell me that i have make a mistake.
i am confused because i had checked it thoroughly.
you refer to one of the blanks i have filled
and say, “you need to write his name, not hers.”

these are blanks i’d rather leave empty
but then they stare right back at me.
always. alltid. sadhai.
these are blanks i cannot escape.
never. aldrig. kahilaipani

what if i don’t want to write his name? 
i have nothing to do with him, not in this life or in the next 
if there were to be one?
but you say it is a legal matter.
“it is his name that is written in your citizenship,” you point out and 
win the debate.

i give up for the nth time.
in these 30 years, i have learnt that it is fruitless to argue with you.
i have learnt that this is neither the first nor the last 
of arguments you will win against me.
but i still argue because somewhere beyond i see a silver lining 
and my hopes hold onto that.

the biggest fight with you 
has been for my right to this very citizenship.
the details of the day, almost 11 years ago now,
are fuzzy but not lost.

there were countless dirty thumb prints on your walls.
there were dirty towels propped on the back of your chairs.
and from these chairs you ordered me.
you ordered me to go from one window to another.
from door number 2 on the third floor, 
to door number 10 on the second.
you asked me to produce papers of all kinds - 
evidences, police reports, fingerprints, recommendations and request 
letters.
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but it came down to him.
this time, you not only wanted his name on all the forms, 
you demanded his presence too.
and no, the divorce papers wouldn’t do.

you demanded his signature - 
and that alone would suffice.

me being his descent was the only way i could prove my right to a  
citizenship, to a nationality, and my right to everything else - 
freedom of expression, justice, higher education, religion, information, 
passport, property, job, bank account and to even a mobile sim card.

bhanna lai matribhumi harmo desh
tara amako naambata
nagarikta nabanne kasto paribesh?

when they came out to the streets to protest 
with these words last year
they wanted to remind you that you too came from her womb.
and from this land, which you named after her.

Stateless in their motherland
Some citizens more equal than others
Wordings add to woes of children of single mothers
Youth groups launch campaign for citizenship in mother’s name

far from home, 
i save every article i come across.
i consume all the words they contain.
there are too many of us, who share the same stories

but you are adamant.
and come up with baseless reasons to reject citizenships,
to deny rights and to tear apart aspirations and dreams.

you claim that it is a threat to national security to issue citizenships 
after her name.
you claim that it is her fault that her children are stateless. 
it is her fault that she married a stupid man and had children with him.
you also claim that, without his name, i would be an illegitimate child.
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what you say is outrageous and i am not sure what to make out of it.

should i be angry? 
should i laugh? 
should i mourn? 
or do everything at once?

and how can you speak of equality and fairness,
when you have twisted the laws to suit yourself?
when you discriminate against those without citizenships?
when you harass her until she is begging in tears?
but laws do not budge in front of tears, do they?
they do not even budge when hundreds fight agaisnt them.
when thousands are stateless.
stateless only because you ask for him.
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PART 3

you called us to your room one night.
we came and sat next to you, on the edge of your bed.
for months now there had been talk of you remarrying.
we had met this new family, 
and we had celebrated festivals together too.
but that night you said sorry to us because you had decided 
not to marry again.

to tell you the truth, i was shattered within for a while. 
and maybe you too were shattered.
maybe that’s why we hugged each other and wept silently.

i had begun to see new dreams.
i had begun to imagine a new home, 
a new life for all of us, 
a complete life.

or that is what i thought was a complete life at that moment in time.
a life in which i had the right answer to the one question i could not 
bear to face again.
“what does he do?” they would ask 
and i would have replied, “he is a teacher.”

no more lies.
inga fler lögner.
aba dekhi jhoot bolnu pardaina thyo.

there would be no more lies like, ’he’s abroad on business.’
no more answers like, ’i don’t know.’
no more teachers in school, who would tell me to go home and find 
out what he did for a living.

there would be no more awkward silences.
and there would be no more moments of feeling ashamed.
a feeling that would take me a few more years to overcome,
a few more years to change from anger into understanding,
and into courage to speak the truth, with my head held high.
for this is what you have done, as you stood up for yourself.
and for this is what you have taught me, as you stood up for us too.
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but there still are occasions when the past comes to haunt you,
and you try to find an explanation.
and there still is a search for a closure, 
for an answer that frees you from doubts and regrets.

like the time you wanted to visit the astrologer 
with both our birth charts.
you were looking for an explanation 
and you hoped that it had after all been
something out of your reach, 
something out of your control, your power.
that it was something to do with the stars 
and how they had aligned at your birth.

the astrologer completed his calculations 
and announced what you wanted to hear.

you gasped and agreed.
he said that you were destined to have an unsuccessful marriage.
you could have changed or prevented it before marriage 
but now it was too late.
finally, you had found an explanation to hold onto.
but it disturbed me to see you blame yourself 
and your birth chart for whatever had passed, 
especially after all these years.

then he looked at my birth chart 
and said that i too would have an unsuccessful marriage.
but it could be averted if a ceremony was performed.
i spoke out in protest but the astrologer’s words had convinced you 
whole.

so at 6 am in a temple far from where we lived, 
in another corner of the city,
i married a fruit,
dressed in red as a bride would.

i shivered in the cold winter morning.

my red glass bangles softly jingled each time 
i stretched out my hands
to follow the instructions the priest mumbled 
in between the verses he read.
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after the ceremony, i left the fruit inside the temple.
i whispered things to it that the priest told me to and left, 
never to return. 
i am never to go near the temple or be in the vicinity again.
i felt uncomfortable because i was leaving, 
even though it was a fruit that i was leaving.

there were no proper goodbyes.
i was married and separated in a matter of few hours.
and this would somehow ensure the success of my second marriage.

it was a morning of mixed feelings and uneasiness.

but you, you were happy 
because everything had taken place smoothly, 
without any ominous signs.
and you truly believed that this would set the stars 
on the right path for me, before it was too late.
that life for me would be different than yours, 
and should be different than yours.

secretly, i too wanted a closure and the astrologers’ prophecies  
sometimes lend me peace.

that night when you said sorry to us 
i wish i had told you that it didn’t matter.
det spelade ingen roll.
malai kehi pharak pardaina thyo.
whether you remarried or not.
i wish i had told you then that life, 
in fact, 
had already been complete, 
was complete, 
is complete.
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Here and after

Here was when we weren’t like 
strangers – bhai and I.
Here was when we could’ve 
stopped ourselves from drifting 
so far apart.
Here was when the house felt 
big, mysterious and filled with 
endless surprises.
Here was when we fought over 
the remote control.
Here was when we tried to 
make our own newspaper kites.
Here was when we found joy 
in counting the number of red 
cars whizzing past us.

Here existed amongst us then.

*

After here had left, things 
became quiet. I went on 
folding napkins and setting 
the tables like I always did but 
things were never quite the 
same again. There was this 
uneasiness in the air, and I 
couldn’t put my finger on it. I 
became increasingly jittery and 
broke two wine glasses on the 
same day.

“Here, take these,” I say and 
hand you a bunch of words 
that are overflowing from my 
arms. “I can’t hold onto them 
anymore. They overwhelm me. 
They once belonged to you 
anyway. You must take them 
back now.”

Here was two days ago.

*



59

Here was when the water in 
kancha’s well brimmed to the 
top and tasted as sweet as dew 
drops on the grass blades of 
maili’s garden.
Here was when fresh air filled 
our lungs and we slept to the 
sound of waterfall.
Here was when rivers had not 
been conquered by sewage 
drains.
Here was when there were 
in this valley more gods and 
temples than humans.
Here was when Ason felt like 
an endless maze of alleys and 
secrets.
Here was when I didn’t have 
mixed feelings for Kathmandu.

Here could have been here.

*

I wish I could record my 
thoughts so that I wouldn’t 
have to struggle afterwards, 
to write what I had thought 
about in the first place.
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