
Huma Mulji: Mobility, Art and Belonging

What is the experience of mobility and migration in an artist’s
work? In this post, Simone Wille explores the artworks of the contemporary Pakistani
artist Huma Mulji, recently on show in Plymouth (UK), and how memory and belonging
inform the multiple journeys — emotional, physical, intellectual and artistic — of creativity,
and how they may (in)advertently resonate with wider experiences of belonging. 

 

An academic blog commemorating Pakistan’s 75 years of independence has prompted
me to reflect on how I might possibly, rightly and meaningfully participate in it. A
reflection on artist Huma Mulji’s exhibition at ‘Mirror’, Arts University Plymouth (on view
from 22 July to 14 September 2022) feels appropriate, and provides an opportunity to
explore the artist and her career, whose work I have followed since 2001. 

Your Tongue in My Mouth is Mulji’s first solo exhibition in the UK. On view are new works
by the artist, which she made especially for this exhibition, partly in Karachi — where she
grew up and lived most of her live — and partly in Bristol, where she has a studio, is
Senior Lecturer in Fine Art at the University of the West of England Bristol, and now lives
with her family. Not least for this reason, the composition of this exhibition is informed by
artistic choices about how to make connections between geographies, histories, social
environments and lived lives; about what to exhibit from life in a former colony to that in
the adopted home, the former Empire; about how to re-establish an art practice that is
largely concerned with uncertainties, with the insignificant, the non-linear and the
everyday. In this blog, I will reflect on what the artist put on display at Plymouth and how
this possibly resonates with the 75 years of Pakistan’s birth and independence.
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The exhibition in Plymouth showcases video works, sculptures, installations,
photographs, and fragrance. These works are clearly composed to relate to, react to and
complement each other. In the centre of the gallery is a floor installation made up of tiles
with a geometric pattern (‘The Karachi Star’, Image 1). The inside of this patterned
surface is carefully milled out and the hollow space left in the middle reveals a geometric
shape, but more than that it gives the feeling that something should actually be standing
there.

Image 1: ‘The Karachi Star’, Cement Mosaic Tiles, 306.5 x 306.5 x 1.6 cms, 2022, with
‘Red Carpet’ (in the background), Abraded Inkjet printed on Hewlett Packard, Standard

Smooth Wallpaper, 175 gsm, 326 h x 620 cms, 2022  © Huma Mulji; used with
permission. See further details below.

The main wall, featuring a double channel video (‘Gandhi Garden’, Image 2), is painted
in a turquoise green which is the colour that appears as a backdrop on the two screens
with scenes shot in Karachi Zoo (formerly known as ‘Gandhi Garden’). At this point one
is drawn to a framed work of a large scale photocollage (‘Raat ki Rani’, lit. ‘Queen of the
Night’, Image 3) that leans onto a pillar, revealing a strong and sweet fragrance.
However, the collaged statue does not seem to be the protagonist of the work; rather, it
is the improvised environment, the outdoor space, the daylight, the blue sky, the flowers
and plants that determines the experience. From here, the eye slides to a work that
spans the corner of two walls, a digital inkjet print on adhesive paper, of an urban park
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with a townhall and a red carpet that stretches from the gallery floor all the way up
towards the rear end of the work (‘Red Carpet’, Image 1, in the background). The carpet
seems to be intentionally and visibly applied, but the red colour that rubs off from both
sides of it into the terrain of the digitally depicted park again represents a connection
between the picture planes.

Image 2: ‘Gandhi Garden’ (Exhibition View), Double Channel Video, 16.45 mins, 2022 ©
Huma Mulji; used with permission. See further details below.
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Image 3: ‘Raat Ki Rani’, Gicleé Print on Innova Photorag 310 gsm, and Mixed Media on
Plywood, 244 (h) x 111 x 4 cms, 2022 © Huma Mulji; used with permission. See further
details below.

In one corner of the gallery, a video work — ‘Your Tongue in My Mouth’, which is also
the title of the exhibition — split into three monitors can be seen. The smallest work in
the exhibition is ‘Rumour’ (Image 4) is a piece of marble whose two broken parts have
been visibly glued together and rests on red velvet and displayed in a metal container on
a specially made wall mount.
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Image 4: ‘Rumour’, Carved Marble and Mixed Media, 8 x 4 x 4 cms (h), 2022 © Huma
Mulji; used with permission. See further details below.

The narrative that connects the works in the exhibition is largely about place, loss,
rediscovery, about past and present, about memorialising, remembering and
representation. The void left in the mosaic pattern in the floor work of ‘The Karachi Star’
can be taken as a starting point, a fragment around which performance and narration is
built. This includes the void left by the footprint of the lost plinth of the Queen Victoria
Statue, once flanked by a pair of bronze lions that now serve as photo props for visitor of
all ages in the former Gandhi Garden, the Karachi Zoo. Other fragments of the former
representational ensemble include the Queen’s broken marble nose, which is rumoured
to have been found and repaired. What exactly is preserved of the former royal marble
statue is as unclear as the exact location of the whereabouts of this past glory. The
uncertainty is also expressed in the linguistic skills of the protagonist in the video ‘Your
Tongue in My Mouth’, the city’s top roadside typist, whose awkward formulations in
English, whose language and the concerns of those he represents, eventually fill in the
gaps of uncertainties and create meaning between the fragments of the stories that this
exhibition, and thus Karachi, produces.

The mobility of the artist can be considered as a central component here, as that which
establishes connections beyond the nation. It both highlights and erases the national
framework that is so crucial to the artist’s aesthetic concerns. The lost monument and its
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scattered parts, as well as the missing plinth, pieced together in the Plymouth gallery
space, are a manifestation of the transformative potential engendered by mobility. The
uncertainties and instabilities in Mulji’s work can therefore be woven into issues of
belonging and experiences of mobility.

 

This blog presents the views of the author and not those of the ‘South Asia @ LSE’ blog,
the LSE South Asia Centre or the London School of Economics & Political Science.

Copyright and other details: All artworks © Huma Mulji; all images courtesy
‘Mirror’ Arts University Plymouth; all photographs by Don Moore. Used by author with
permission from Huma Mulji. All works were partly made in Karachi and partly in Bristol.

Banner image  Luca Nicoletti, 2021, Unsplash.

The ‘Pakistan @ 75’ logo is copyrighted by the LSE South Asia Centre, and may not
be used by anyone for any purpose. It shows the national flower of Pakistan, Jasmine
(Jasminum officinale), framed in a filigree design adapted from Islamic architecture. The
logo has been designed by Oroon Das.
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