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About Subodh Gupta

Subodh Gupta was born in Khagaul, Bihar, India, in 1964. He studied Bachelor of Fine Art: Painting 
at the College of Arts & Crafts, Patna, India from 1983 to 1988. Subodh Gupta currently lives and 
works in New Delhi, India with his wife Bharti Kher who is also an artist. His work has been prominent 
in major international biennials and has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions across Asia, 
Europe and America.

What inspires his work?

Subodh Gupta gets inspiration from the everyday objects that surround us; he notices the functional 
objects that are intrinsic to everyday life in India. Materials and objects can signify specific genetic, 
geographic and psychoanalytic meanings and Gupta is interested in the relationships between them 
and their cultural and social contexts. 
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What does his work look like?

He works mostly in sculpture, installations and painting. Gupta is best known for creating huge 
metal sculptures of everyday objects, such as ‘Untitled’ (2008), which was displayed at Hauser & 
Wirth Somerset in 2014. The huge water bucket overwhelms the viewer with its mass, an enormous 
gleaming vessel, which the viewer can simply imagine tipping over, and flooding the surrounding 
ground with a torrent of water. Here, playing with the size of an existing object could be compared 
to the sculpture of Claes Oldenburg. 

However, there is also a more serious agenda: to impress the importance of sustainable growth 
and the limitations of available environmental resources. ‘Untitled’ (2008), is an ode to the common 
water bucket still widely used in India for providing people with water. The bucket is a prevalent 

industrial product in many Indian villages, and 
also represents the promise of a better future. The 
outdoor sculpture in the current exhibition is called,  
‘Specimen No. 108’ (2013-15). It is a stainless steel 
banyan tree, instead of blossoming and growing 
leaves it is covered with hanging steel utensils. 
The number ‘108’ is considered sacred in the 
religions Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism and the 
banyan tree is India’s national tree. This imposing 
steel structure of a natural form housing everyday 
commodities, is really intriguing suggesting 
something both symbolic yet extra-terrestrial.

What are his main themes?

Subodh Gupta’s artistic practice is an ongoing 
investigation into the sustaining and even 
transformational power of everyday objects and 
activities. The artist has long explored the effects 
of cultural translation and dislocation through his 
work, most famously using Indian kitchen utensils 
– particularly his nation’s ubiquitous metal tiffin tins, 
thali pans and buckets in order to demonstrate 
art’s ability to traverse cultural and economic 
boundaries. The mass-produced objects that have 
played such a prominent role in his art offer an 

ambiguous symbolism: while they are seen by those in the West as exotic and representative of Indian 
culture, to those in India they are common items that are used daily in almost every household, from 
the poorest to the most wealthy. Gupta harnesses these varying associations and, in the process, 
makes his materials subjects in their own right. 

How does he make his sculptures?

Many processes are used to make the sculptures, for example ‘Jal mein kumbh, kumbh mein jal hai 
(Water is in the pot and the pot is in the ocean)’ (2012) comprises a found wooden boat, pots and 
a rope, yet ‘Sunset’ (2010) is a wardrobe which has been hand-carved from marble, referencing the 
very traditional skills and craftsmanship associated with the Mughal Empire in India. He also uses the 
traditional sculptural technique of casting for the banyan tree, ‘Specimen No.108’ (2015) and ‘Food 
for Others’ (2013) where the humble potatoes have been cast in gold to transform them from the 
everyday to a luxury status.
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Does he work in any other ways?

Subodh Gupta also works in paint, exploring the same ideas in a two dimensional form. ‘The Beach’ 
(2015) and ‘Picnic’ (2015) are large scale paintings of discarded utensils. By transforming the scale of 
the objects, the signs of age, damage and wear and tear from use resemble aging skin, or a derelict 
landscape. In relation to the themes of the exhibition we recognise both human existence and the 
mysterious cosmos, the real and the imagined.

How does he title his work?

This exhibition is titled; ‘Invisible Reality’.This is also the title of one of his specific pieces: ‘Invisible 
Reality’ (2015), which is a re-assembled traditional wood and terracotta house, like those found in 
Kerala, India. It is over-illuminated by a bright light cast out of its window, it is so bright that the house 
looks like it is levitating, and we are prevented from seeing what is inside; it is a house but it can not 
be lived in therefore it acts as a metaphor for something else; here the humble and everyday nature 
of his chosen objects become something mysterious and aesthetically powerful. 

‘Invisible Reality’ (2015), encapsulates the metaphorical potential of many of the works included in 
the exhibition by highlighting the differences between our mortal lives and the mysterious cosmos 
beyond. Gupta makes tangible connections throughout the exhibition between the individual and 
the cosmos, the whole. He explores the connectivity between the two, how great meaning can be 
found in the everyday, a theme that is central in Gupta’s practice and that is developed further in 
these new works. 

What other artist’s work does it relate to? 

In the history of Modern art, there are many artists who have taken everyday objects and altered 
their context and size. This is particularly the case with Pop Art, for example Andy Warhol and 
Claus Oldenburg. These artists also used the objects that they selected to make reference to their 
contemporary culture. In contemporary art, this is also the case with Jeff Koons; Gupta set himself 
apart from others of his generation by adopting organic materials rather than only ready-mades 
intrinsic to Indian culture in his work, most notably cowdung. The English paintiner Chris Ofili also 
incorporated elephant dung into his work to tackle his experience of black identity.
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GLOSSARY

Sculpture
Three-dimensional art made by one of four basic processes: carving, modeling, casting, constructing. 
Other artists to consider: Louise Bourgeois http://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/1/louise-bourgeois/
biography/

Materiality
A focus on the physical qualities or state of the material as integral to the art. Other artists to consider: 
Phyllida Barlow, http://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/50/phyllida-barlow/biography

Ready-made
Ready-mades are ordinary manufactured objects that the artist has selected and exhibited as they 
are or modified slightly. By simply choosing the object (or objects) and repositioning or joining, titling 
and signing it, the Found object became art. Marcel Duchamp is held responsible for the first Ready-
Made, see http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/r/readymade#infocus

Installation
Mixed-media constructions or assemblages usually designed for a specific place and for a temporary 
period of time. Other artists to consider: Pipilotti Rist http://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/25/pipilotti-
rist/biography/

Site-specific
Refers to a work of art designed specifically for a particular location and that has an interrelationship 
with the location. Other artists to consider: Dan Graham http://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/9/dan-
graham/biography/

Monument
A structure created to commemorate a person or event. Monument often refers to a building or 
structure of historical or cultural significance. Other artists to consider: Thomas Houseago http://
www.hauserwirth.com/artists/53/thomas-houseago/biography/

Collage 
Used to describe both the technique and the resulting work of art in which pieces of paper, 
photographs, fabric and other ephemera are arranged and stuck down to a supporting surface  Other 
artists to consider: Ellen Gallagher http://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/7/ellen-gallagher/biography/

Metaphor
A metaphor in art, whether in painting, sculpture, or writing, is generally used to evoke a certain 
feeling or thought in one who reads or sees the work. Metaphors use symbolism and comparisons 
to strengthen a point, and they may also act to represent certain ideas or thoughts. Visual metaphors 
may be obvious or abstract, depending on the artist’s emotions, ideas or experiences. The exact 
meaning behind a visual metaphor in art will depend on the frame of mind and feelings of the artist 
who created the work. For instance, a Christian painter may view the cross as a metaphor for hope, 
while someone has felt judged or ridiculed by the church may view it as symbolizing oppression or 
damnation.

Recycling
Making something new out of something that has been used before. Other artist to consider: Dieter 
Roth http://www.hauserwirth.com/artists/47/dieter-roth/biography/



SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES DURING YOUR VISIT:

NB. You will need to bring pencils and a sketchbook.

Activity 1

Make a circle shape by putting your thumbs and fingers together; this is you viewfinder. Look through 
your viewfinder at parts of the exhibition, find the view you find most interesting and draw it into a 
circle.

Activity 2

Negative space is the space that surrounds an object in space. Just as important as that object 
itself, negative space helps to define the boundaries of positive and negative space. Look through 
a viewfinder at the sculptures and rather than drawing them, try to draw the spaces around and in 
between them.

Activity 3

Find a partner and blindfold them, guide them to a sculpture of your choice. Try describing the work 
to your partner and getting them to draw a response to your words.

Activity 4

Working in small groups, choose one piece of work from the exhibition, discuss it amongst your 
group and decide on the three most accurate words you can think of to describe it. Share your three 
words with the rest of your group and see if they can work out which piece you were looking at.

IDEAS FOR DISCUSSION:

 
Does meaning or interpretation vary depending on the viewer? 

How does our personal history, nationality, ethnicity, religion or social class affect how we look at 
and think about an artwork? 

Think about your own cultural and social background. Where were you born and what is your family 
history? 

What does it mean to be born in the Western world? 

What stereotypes and cliches are associated with ‘Britishness’ – both good and bad? 



PRACTICAL ACTIVITY PROMPTS  
AND IDEAS FOR DISCUSSION FOLLOWING YOUR VISIT:

Key Stage 1 and 2

What can you make from a cereal box, a juice carton, plastic cups or disposable cutlery?

What everyday objects in your home could be chosen to best describe you? 

Can you think of ways to recycle any unused items in your home?

What adjectives can you think of to describe Subodh Gupta’s work?

Sometimes people wear badges or custom-printed T-shirts that, incidentally, make statements 
about their identity. Design and make a badge or t-shirt to demonstrate your identity.

Key Stage 3

List other items that you think Subodh Gupta might like to make sculpture from. Why do you think 
he would choose these materials/ objects?

His work is often concerned with opposites; can you make your own sculpture in this way? Think 
small rather than large, soft rather than hard, real or imaginary etc.

Key Stage 4 and beyond

How does the exhibition help you define the difference between sculpture and installation?

What is more valuable, the process or the product?

Objects aren’t simply objects in our society; we overload them with meanings and significance. What 
objects would you choose as metaphors for your identity? How and what would you make to display 
these?
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Judith Rugg, ‘Exploring Site-specific Art: Issues of Space and Internationalism’, London: I.B.Tauris, 
2010
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Gal.; 1998)
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INSPIRING WEBSITES THAT MAY HELP WITH YOUR PROJECT:

Cultural activities for children - http://www.dltk-kids.com/world/

GLADE, Global Learning and Development Education - www.glade.org/

Installation Art - http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/it-installation-art

Landmarks, Festivals and Customs etc - http://resources.woodlands-junior.kent.sch.uk

Counter Monuments - http://www.goethe.de/kue/arc/dos/dos/zdk/en204638.htm

Using textiles and found objects - http://kids.tate.org.uk/pdf/Textile-Tryout-2.pdf

 


