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Dayanita Singh, Let’s See, 2021. © and image courtesy of the artist.
Dayanita Singh, I am as I am, 1999. Installation view in “Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at Gropius Bau, Berlin,

18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau. Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and Gropius Bau.

In the largest institutional retrospective to date of Hasselblad Award
winner Dayanita Singh’s oeuvre, Berlin’s Gropius Bau presents the Indian
photographer’s groundbreaking practice that transcends the limitations of
the two-dimensional medium to create new ways of experiencing the
photographic image.
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Dayanita Singh never desired to be a photographer, having been the subject of her

mother’s photographic obsession as a child. In an anecdotal account, she reveals how she

decided to become one. As a student of the National Institute of Design in Ahmedabad,

one night in 1981 she went to capture a portrait of the person who would become her

mentor—tabla maestro Ustad Zakir Hussain. She was turned away by the theatre guard,

and fell down the stairs. Angry and disappointed, she waited for Hussain at the exit and

confronted him, only to Rnd out he was quite open to be photographed any time. That

night, she decided photography would set her free from the prejudice and the social

constraints women faced in 1980s India—marriage, child rearing, and domestic life—and

subsequently transcended the two-dimensionality of the medium to in turn free it from

its own limitations.  

Over a decades-long career, Singh has given a third dimension to her photographic

practice, creating mobile “museums” with both poetic and narrative possibilities,

containing black-and-white photographs that preserve the memory of forgotten places

and people in an open archive. There is a quiet presence yet genial beauty to such

installations, portable exhibitions in their own right, in which Singh brings to the collective

gaze images of places, objects, and people that she met during her lifetime. For Singh,

photography is just a medium, a raw material she can “twist and turn” as she desires, as

she constantly “excavate[s] the potentials photography is pregnant with”.

 

Dayanita Singh, I am as I am, 1999. Installation view in “Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at Gropius Bau,

Berlin, 18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau. Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and Gropius Bau.

 

The New Delhi-based photographer’s largest institutional retrospective to date, “Dayanita

Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at Gropius Bau in Berlin, looks at the artist’s “genre-

defying approach” to photography that has pushed the boundaries of the medium

towards multiple dimensions. This unique vision has recently won her the 2022

Hasselblad Award as the Rrst laureate from South Asia winning the SEK 2,000,000 prize.

The exhibition delineates the major phases of Singh’s career, from her earliest works and

key pieces, to her latest project specially realised for the Gropius Bau show. 

Singh’s photography “begins and ends with bodily experience”, not only of her own body’s

connection to the camera, her subjects and the relationship between their bodies and

space, but also that of our bodies as onlookers and participating visitors in her unique

spatial presentations. Her constructed architectural environments, bespoke archival

structures and artists’ books can be moved, adapted and re-arranged in di`erent

conRgurations. They make us part of her personal experience through a distinctive

approach to editing, which constantly re-combines experiences, memories, and images in

time and space.

 

Dayanita Singh, Zakir Hussain Maquette, 2019. Installation view in “Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at Gropius

Bau, Berlin, 18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau. Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and Gropius

Bau.

 

Singh’s relationship to her work and her subjects has always been very personal. From

early on, she photographed people she was personally involved with, like her mentor

Hussain. During what she refers to as her formative period, she documented Hussain and

his fellow musicians on tour in various cities and small towns in India. Singh credits the

musician with how she learnt to be an artist, while she closely observed his riyaaz

(rigorous practice) and dhyaan (focus) on his instrument. The result was her Rrst book,

Zakir Hussain: A Photo Essay (1986), published by New Delhi’s Himalayan Books. In 2019,

German publishing house Steidl Verlag printed a facsimile of her handmade maquette,

with all its incidental markings and pencil notes. Zakir Hussain Maquette (2019) comprises

the facsimile, the Zakir Hussain Reader and a foldable Zakir Hussain poster. 

 

Dayanita Singh, Mona Montage, 2021. © and image courtesy of the artist.

Dayanita Singh, Sent A Letter Museum, 2008/2021. Installation view in “Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at

Gropius Bau, Berlin, 18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau. Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and

Gropius Bau.

 

Her series on Mona Ahmed also evolved out of an intimate relationship with her subject.

Singh met Ahmed, a eunuch, in New Delhi in 1989, during an assignment for the London

Times. Ahmed lived in a third gender community, later becoming an outcast and going to

live alone in a graveyard, where she died in 2017. Over the years, Singh and Ahmed

developed deep friendship and trust, which come through in Myself Mona Ahmed (2001), a

biographical, autobiographical, and Rctional photo-book, and the Rrst work that resulted

from their intimacy. Mona Montages (2021) is the most recent piece, comprising 23 photo-

montages of manually cut images of Ahmed and pasted onto prints of other works, such

as Privacy (1992–2002), Masterjee (1993/2021) and File Room (2008–2011).

From the very beginning of her career, Singh saw photography merely as a raw material

to build something with. Her entire oeuvre transcends the two-dimensionality of a

photographic print to Rnd an expanded expression in formats that involve touch,

transformation, and movement. Her Rrst investigations of modular forms, photography

and book-objects materialised in Sent a Letter (2008), a handmade cloth box containing

seven accordion-fold books that unfold to become seven exhibitions. Each book is a

photographic journal of Singh’s travels in 2002 to Kolkata, Devigarh, Mumbai, Allahabad,

Varanasi, and Padmanabhapuram, and has as a subject a person who accompanied her

or she met on her journeys. One of the books is of photographs of herself taken by her

mother Nony Singh. At Gropius Bau, the work is presented in the form of Sent a Letter

Museum (2008/2021), with each accordion book hung on the wall in teak frames.

 

Dayanita Singh, Go Away Closer, 2007. Installation view in “Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at Gropius Bau,

Berlin, 18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau. Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and Gropius Bau.

Dayanita Singh, Go Away Closer, 2007. © and image courtesy of the artist.

Dayanita Singh, Museum Bhavan, 2021. Installation view in “Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at Gropius Bau,

Berlin, 18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau. Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and Gropius Bau.

 

Gropius Bau follows an evolutionary trajectory of Singh’s oeuvre, marking important

breakthroughs in her career. A major one happened with Go Away Closer (2007), a small

book comprising 28 small-format, square photographs, accompanied by framed prints on

the wall. It was with this project—and particularly with her famous shot of a girl on a bed

hiding her face from the camera—that she started to edit her work with emotion. With

this series, Singh deRned what would become her trademark: her intuitive editing

process, which would transform her works and o`er new perspectives and ways of

engaging with her images. 

For Singh, the book is “central to photography”, as she once elaborated with Tate: “The

wall is there now, it may not be in the future, we don’t know. But the book is critical,

because it is a tactile, very private experience. Exhibitions come and go, but the book

stays forever.”

 

Dayanita Singh, Museum Bhavan, 2017; installed in front of the Taj Mahal. Image courtesy of the artist and Steidl,

Göttingen.

Dayanita Singh, Suitcase Museum, 2015. Image courtesy of the artist and Frith Street Gallery, London.

 

Singh’s bookmaking has progressed from her Rrst book’s handmade maquette to

accordion-fold books, book-museums and traditionally bound books. Many of her books

have been created in collaboration with Göttingen-based Steidl Verlag—Go Away Closer

(2007), Sent a Letter (2008), Museum of Chance (2014) and Museum Bhavan (2017), among

others.

Her recent books are at once an exhibition, a portable museum and an original artwork.

Museum Bhavan includes Singh’s nine museums in one collection of nine individual book-

museums, each contained in a handmade box with a unique cover, which can be

unfolded and installed as and when desired. Meanwhile, Suitcase Museum (2015)

encapsulates all the key aspects of Singh’s practice—dissemination, mobility, motion and

accessibility. Two large, wheeled leather suitcases contain 44 Museum of Chance book-

objects, each with a di`erent front and back cover. This format allows the work to travel

anywhere, and the entire Museum of Chance to be displayed and unfolded on the wall, in a

variety of ways.
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Bau, Berlin, 18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau. Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and Gropius
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Dayanita Singh, Museum of Chance, 2013.© and image courtesy of the artist.

 

 With File Museum (2012) and its images of archives, Singh started the series of works that

could be seen as a direct descendant of her book format, but it was the Museum of

Chance (2013) that marked the turning point. The museums are portable teak sculptures

with a curated selection of images—large display cases, contact sheets or accordion-

books on a grand scale that can be moved and transformed, like foldable exhibitions.

Museum of Chance has 163 images shot across three decades, showing bodies dancing,

moving, in intimacy, as well as spaces, places and objects, as archives, recollections and

memories that can be re-arranged and revisited.

The artist’s images are almost entirely shot in black-and-white in an attempt to create

something “elusive” that with colour would be impossible to achieve. Working in India,

everything is awash in vibrant colours, and “the colour just takes over”, she explains.

There is one work towards the end of the exhibition that displays a beautifully aged,

reddish-toned fabric covering bundles of documents Singh uncovered in a forgotten

archive. With tied knots and faded colours, these packages are mysterious, secretive in

their contents, wrapped as gifts of time.

The archive holds a special signiRcance for Singh, as all her works testify. During the

COVID-19 pandemic and the 2020 lockdowns, she continued delving into her own

archives of analogue contact sheets, in the process of editing her work and Rnally got to

her early photographs from the 1980s. In her latest project Let’s See (2021), Singh has

collated images from this early period, some made even before she called herself an

artist. Made like large contact sheets hanging on the wall, twelve wooden panels contain

108 images that can be moved around by sliding them in and out of the structures. Here

we can catch a glimpse of much of what is to come in Singh’s oeuvre over the next

decades of her career, including her enigmatic, intimate images of human connection and

un/familiar places.

 

(Foreground) Dayanita Singh, Time Measures, 2016. (Background) Dayanita Singh, Mona and Myself, 2013. Installation

view in “Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera” at Gropius Bau, Berlin, 18 March – 7 August 2022. © Gropius Bau.

Photo by Luca Girardini. Image courtesy of the artist and Gropius Bau.

 

Dayanita Singh: Dancing with my Camera

18 March — 7 August 2022

Gropius Bau, Berlin
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