Intricacies of South Asian Roots

Four artists trace migration
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Kelly Sinnapah Mary’s “The Fables of Sanbras: The Lions With 3 Tails,” 2024.

c6 N

patterns to explore matters of
race, ethnicity and identity.

By ARUNA D’SOUZA

Ask the Guadeloupean artist Kelly Sinna-
pah Mary about her origins and the answer
is, to say the least, complicated. As a child,
she thought that she was of African descent,
like many of the people around her. It was
only later that she realized that her ances-
tors — like millions of others around the
globe in the 19th and early 20th centuries —
had actually arrived on the Caribbean is-
land of Guadeloupe generations earlier as
indentured workers from South Asia.

Her paintings, sculptures and ceramics,
which layer Caribbean, South Asian and Af-
rican cultural references, are arecord of her
search to learn how she and her family
ended up so far from their original home,
and understand the cultural melting pot
they experienced in their new one. School-
girls ride a lion in one of her paintings, hair
fanning out in an unmistakable reference to
the Hindu goddess Durga. The landscape
they’re in is Caribbean. Sinnapah Mary’s
name for them is Sanbras — her play on
Sambo, from the children’s book character

Little Black Sambo — whose name has
come to represent the worst kind of anti-

Black stereotype, but who, in the original
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telling, was Tamil, like the artst.

a single origin of her imagery
‘would be impossible, which is exactly the

point.
She's part of a wave of South Asian dias-
poric artists, writers and filmmakers who
have taken up stories of how and why their
ancestors ended-up in unexpected pl
around the world, and the cultures they ex-
ced and created there. That includes
the film director Mira Nair — mother of the
New York Cty mayoral candidate Zohran
— whose breakout 199 movie
Nissosippl Masalay starting. Denzel
Washington and Sarita Choudhury, focused.
jan family of South Asian origin

Works like Sinnapah Mary's may also
ed light on Mamdani’s response to why
checked both the “Asian” and “Black or

R

ot Aty Gorbbess i
rican cultural references.

ican
tion: “I checked multiple boxes trying to
ture the fullness of my background” he

d.
1 spoke to four artists about how they

ave their own sense of place and belong-
g into their work.

‘Al Those Things Have Evaporated’
Waves of migrants left South Asia starting
in the early I9th century for different rea-
sons — some t0 open shops in towns newly
established by colonizers, some to work as
colonial administrators. But between 1833
and 1920, a vast number — around L6 mil-
lion, along with their families —did soin the
hope of escaping the dire poverty and caste.

Right, Ravelle Pillay, who
desc
ican
from India, Bel
painting “Sanctum (The Light
H and the Shade).”

imination of their homelands by be-
ing indentured laborers.
The British transported these workers
hroughoutthir empire and supplied other
as well. Alongside laborers
{fom china, South Asians vere cropped off
places as far-flung as Fiji, Mauritius,
outh Afrca, East Atica and the Caribbe.

origin_after England abolished slavery,

term they could return to India, in practice
it was nearly impossible to do so.
For Sinnapah Mary, this history both

arenndia, b T don't know enoughsbout:
it place, tiat cultireatie
search my genealogy and find. those
Tocords, bt the langange, he religion, the
ritual, all those things have evaporated””

“We have some vestigesin our food, some.
words from our original language, she add-
ed, “but really, 1 am Caribbean, full stop.”

A ‘comnﬁulmg Factor

ify as a Kenyan Indian Goan who is
Canadian slashAmerican” i Brendan
Fernandes, a Chicago-based artist whose
work melds dance, sculpture, installation
and performance, in a recent conversatio
£0m slso queer, & punk rocker and a balle

i permandess great-grandparents migrat-
&d from Goa, then a Portuguese colony on
the western coast of India, to Nairobi in the
19th century to administer the building of
Failroads. Fernandes

Above,
Al Svarja La traces
SASTEPE VT oDV LAY her ancestry to
indentured laborers
wholeftIndia to goto
Fiiin 1879, Her “Aise:

remember),”2023,
above,is amemorial
1o those workers.

with his parents in the 19805 and
recently became a permanent resident of
the United States. He sces himself as a
“complicating factor”in anart world that he
said often relied upon fixed identity catego-
ries like Black, Latino, Asian and so forth.

Far left, Brendan Fernandes,
yholdentiies a5 Keryan
Indian Goan

‘Monuments | Chicago;’ 2024,

Staking Out a Place
through historical shipping mani-
fests, Shivanjani Lal’s cousin discovered
ancestors were
onthe first boat of indentured laborers who
leftIndia to goto Fijiin 1879. By the time her
family immigrated to Australia in 1985, the
Indo-Fijian population outnumbered Indig-
enous Fiians, a factor that led to a military
coup in 1987 and an exodus of people of
South Asian origin in its wake.

“India for me is an ancestral homeland;”

she said, “but the place my ancestors left in
1879 was very diterent 0 what i is now?
cially the case with re:
e e La aa her
family was able to escape by moving to Fij
and then to a much more multicultiral Aus
trli. The fip side she sai, s hat “Aus-
tralia was a beneficiary of a lot of the sugar
oty that my famly and commuiy
produced” on Fijian plantations.

Lals “Aise Aise Hai (how we remermber)”

*(2023) i an installation of 87 plaster-cast

bases, one stalk for each ship that carried
‘more than 60,000 indentured workers from
the subcontinent to the Pacific island; the
stalks are set just far enough apart that
viewers can enter the mazelike space. “In
my work, there's always an invitation to
walk with this history — ot around it, but
throughit” The installation formed the cen-
terpiece of her presentation at the 2025
Sharjah Biennial titled *I Felt Whole Histo-

jes?” Also included was a film that inter-
‘weaves the landscapes of Fiji with a song
sung by diasporic women in Fijian Hindi
alect asking who will continue to tell their
‘community’s stories.

In Australia, she identifies herself as a
Pacific person with South Asian heritage.
But in other places, despite having lived in

ustrali ild, she is Indo-

His background is considered so unfamil-
iar that his work was once dropped from a
about Black and African futurisms
‘when the editors realized they had mistak-
enly assumed that since he was African, he
‘must be Black. “People will say to me, “Well,
you're not African,” he said. “And I'm
“Why am [not African? The continentof Al
rica s vast. Its not a monolithic space, but
people ry (o put me into a very monolithic
narrative.
andes-has traveled to India as an
adult — including to Goa, where he said he

that of his grandmother, even though she
never left Kenya. The persistence of such
cultural practices over time and geography
fuels his work, which will be on view in New
York at his solo show of photography and
sculpture at Susan Inglett Gallery, opening
. 4. “Ive always looked at questions
of authenticity, homemaking, belonging,
the migration of cultural artifacts, and 50
on;” he said.
For enupcuiio bl LTS
plans on working with cowrie shells.
can find them on the beaches of Kenya,
Gan find them on the beaches of Goa? he
said. “They're just ke the spices that were
crossing the sea connecting riese
places before European colonizers ever
showed up?”

Fijian — in part, she said, becatise she feels
s important to stake out a place for her
community’s culture in a global context

are very few Indo-Fijian artists.

“I Wanted to Know Them'

‘The painter Ravelle Pillay mines family lore

and historical archives to bring to light her
who came as indentu

South Africa in the 19th century.
“Its incredibly hard to find them and to
place yourself” she said. “You look for their
namesinthearchives, and you have toasso-
ciate their names with indenture numbers.
umbers could be
right, or they could be wrong. Their names
could be spelled correctly or spelled badly.
T I L
1ts evidence of a lack of care.”
intings - whether atpeoplen s

which they built their lives on a new conti-
nent — attempt to recreate for her fore-
bears the care that they were denied back
then. “Maybe there’s an intervention that |
can create that’s about making the figures

comfortable, making a little more
space for them.”

In a recent show at Goodman Gallery in
New York, Pllay showed a suite of T
ings set in Réunion, an island colonized b
(56 Frenchof the Souihiastses rastor AL
sieaShe was inspited shesai,by realaing
how familiar the landscapes of indenture
yere across the “world ot only in South

ica but in mich ofth Indian Ocean re
gion and the Caribbe

‘She hopes her upcoming commission by
London's National Portrait Gallery, focused
on her family, will introduce English audi
ences to an element of their own colonial
history that, Pillay feels, is stll relatively
unknown there.

describes herself as a South Afri
can artist, full stop. “I feel lmhahgures less
in my perception of mysel as a prsan, as
an Byty She sad. Tt ind o Gxists 85 &
spiritual homeland. o T ey
much India has acknowledged the descend-
ants of indenture.”




