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Preface: Productive failure, cruising and 
affirmative criticality

When this book was in its nascent stages, I would say to anyone who asked 
about its content that it was concerned with writing transnational South Asian 
art histories and visual cultures. Even though I used ‘transnational’ in favour 
of ‘diaspora’ – which British sociologist Paul Gilroy notes assumes an ‘obses-
sion with origins, purity and invariant sameness’ – what I found was that most 
would presume that my book was organized around genealogy anyway.1 They 
could not imagine I would be discussing the artworks of Cy Twombly or 
Kehinde Wiley (as I do in Chapters 3 and 4, respectively); or a public art 
memorial commemorating the death of Brazilian Jean Charles de Menezes in 
London and Adrian Margaret Smith Piper’s work on the slain African Ameri-
can Trayvon Martin (both of which I explore in Chapter 7). This response, of 
course, seems unsurprising from a non-academic, but I was taken aback that 
art historians, too, were not able to conceive of my project outside of 
bloodlines.

When I began to introduce the book as a ‘productive failure’ before indicat-
ing that I was ‘writing transnational South Asian art histories’, the responses 
were quite different. I do not mean to imply that I managed to get art histo-
rians to think I would explore the aforementioned artists’ works and visual 
cultural material, but I did pique these scholars’ imaginations. I got them to 
think that my book project was perhaps not only about genealogy. ‘Failure’ in 
‘productive failure’ is strategic and could be characterized as a ‘queer failure’ 
as articulated by queer theorist and gender studies scholar Jack Halberstam 
in his important book The Queer Art of Failure (2011).2 While I fail to uphold 
a strictly genealogical approach to writing transnational South Asian art his-
tories – which I am indicating most people assumed the book to be exploring 
– I succeed in writing more radical ones.

At the same time, there is a history of how the word ‘failure’ and its variants 
have been mobilized in relation to ‘non-Western’ art histories with which I 
have to contend. To explain, consider this disclaimer that New York Times art 
critic Holland Cotter provides to readers of his review of a 2015 Guggenheim 
Museum exhibition of abstract paintings by V. S. (Vasudeo Santu) Gaitonde 
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xiv Preface

(1924–2001). He asked readers to keep in mind the following paradox when 
they visit:

Many Western abstract painters in the early 20th century – Albers, Kandinsky, 
Mondrian – were deeply influenced by Asian art and philosophy, though no 
one dismissed them as Orientalists. Their cosmopolitanism was a point in their 
favor, and proof of Modernism’s wide embrace. By contrast, if Asian artists 
showed signs of absorbing Western models, their work was disdained as deriv-
ative, inauthentic and evidence that Western Modernism was the only true one, 
the source that supplied the world.3

That Cotter has to point out the above to readers of The New York Times – who 
we could assume are largely well informed – illustrates what is at stake when 
I use ‘failure’, which is a synonym for Cotter’s usage of ‘inauthentic’ and 
‘derivative’.

I would argue, though, that the contemporary art world does not have a 
problem legitimizing art histories dealing with the transnational or the non-
West, but the discipline of art history still seems to lean towards only doing 
so through a multiculturalist approach that homogenizes difference. So, the 
fear should not be that the histories I write will be reinscribed as inauthentic 
by mobilizing the word ‘failure’. Rather, by not invoking ‘failure’ the histories 
I write will be construed as authentic but in only the most reductive manner. 
To be clear, I see no problem in this book being categorized under the label 
of South Asian art history – or a variant of it – in a library, but I hope that my 
writing will help expand what artworks could fall under the label ‘South Asian 
art history’. Therefore, ‘productive failure’ as a concept signals that the art 
histories I write have broad ramifications for how we might write transna-
tional South Asian art histories both with and beyond genealogy.

Art historian Simon Ofield-Kerr’s theorization of ‘cruising’ as a mode of 
research is one way through which I more effectively accomplish this goal. 
Drawing on Roland Barthes, he writes that cruising is a ‘productive not reduc-
tive process’ and that it ‘has an inbuilt potential for diversion, irregular con-
nections and disorderly encounters’.4 In short, cruising refers to being open to 
not finding what you are looking for and being open to ‘something you never 
knew you wanted, or even knew existed’.5 Cruising could refer to surfing on 
the internet but it also can refer to looking for sex. Given the focus on issues 
of sexuality in this monograph as well as descriptions of my own walks in 
urban space (as in Chapter 5), the erotic element embedded within the geneal-
ogy of the term is something I do not wish to abstract in my usage of the 
concept here. I do not wish to cloak my desires as an art historian for my 
objects of study, either.

London-based artist Anish Kapoor’s Svayambh (2007) provides insight – 
even if unwittingly – for doing (art) history, too. Weighing approximately 7 
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xvPreface

tons, the work consists of a large block of red paint, wax and Vaseline, set on 
a plinth that imperceptibly and noiselessly moves over a track system set above 
the floor.6 The Musée des Beaux-Arts in Nantes, France, and Haus der Kunst 
in Munich, Germany, co-presented the work in 2007 (Figures P.1 and P.3). The 
work was also in Kapoor’s survey exhibition at the Royal Academy of Arts in 
London in 2009 (cover image and Figure P.2). The passageways through which 

Anish Kapoor, Svayambh, 2007. Wax and oil-based paint, dimensions variable. 
Installation view: Musée des Beaux-Arts de Nantes, 2007.

P.1 

Anish Kapoor, Svayambh, 2007. Wax and oil-based paint, dimensions variable. 
Installation view: Royal Academy of Arts, London, 2009.

P.2 
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xvi Preface

the block traverses in these buildings would mould or carve its final shape. In 
Nantes and Munich, the work might conjure up Nazi trains of deportation. 
The former is the city from which many Jewish people were taken on trains 
to the death camps and the latter’s Haus der Kunst is the first monumental 
propaganda building of the Third Reich.7 However, as art historian Karen Lang 
writes in the context of her experience viewing the work in Munich, ‘Svay-
ambh quickly departs from expected meaning … as a physical object, Svay-
ambh brings to expression the Haus der Kunst’s history of violence. As a 
perceptual object … it initiates more intimate and associative connotations: 
trains of thought.’8

One of the ‘associative connotations’ or ‘trains of thought’ the work brings 
up for me is that the physical door frames of the buildings in which Kapoor’s 
work are installed shape the block of viscous material in much the same way 
conceptual frames which art historians use – such as form, authorship and 
subject matter – construct histories of art. Of course, as Svayambh moves 
across the galleries, chunks of red Vaseline ooze out onto both the door frames 
and contiguous walls: the building is not left untouched. In a similar way, 

Anish Kapoor, Svayambh, 2007. Wax and oil-based paint, dimensions variable. 
Installation view: Haus der Kunst, Munich, 2007.

P.3 
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xviiPreface

paying attention to – rather than attempting to foreclose – the slippage between 
the frames I use and the evidence I attempt to shape into histories of art is of 
vital importance. Each chapter begins with a fairly conventional mode of 
organizing artworks – as well as visual culture in later chapters – but that 
which I attempt to shape inevitably demands a slight shift in my framing 
device or evidence. For example, in Chapter 5 I use space and site as frames 
to better articulate the lesbian, bisexual and trans* collective Sphere’s public 
artwork in Manchester, England. In the end, though, writing with the work 
ultimately took me in directions that I had not anticipated – everything from 
including my own walks through the spaces of the city as well as queer club 
flyers and marketing materials as integral to the writing of a queer feminist 
transnational South Asian art history. Just as Kapoor’s work makes both the 
object and subjective experience of the viewer uncertain, I attempt both to 
make the objects under investigation and the art historian and his frame of 
reference remain somewhat precarious, unresolved and entangled though not 
indistinct.

Feminist postcolonial literary scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in 1987 
said: ‘It is the questions that we ask that produce the field of inquiry and not 
some body of materials which determines what questions need to be posed to 
it.’9 I agree with this but I would update it to suggest that the ‘field of inquiry’ 
is one that is negotiated between the ‘questions that we ask’ and the materials 
we think are – but may not end up being – appropriate for answering them. 
Put another way, I argue that critics and historians should implicitly configure 
the artwork as a subject, which materializes as a subject-in-making with, and 
through, their personal investments – and sited engagement – rather than as 
an object to be explained. Lang implies as much in her essay on Kapoor’s 
Svayambh. She writes that the work ‘so straightforwardly referential at first 
view’ in the end is anything but that; it ‘depends on the presence of a beholder 
to set it in motion’.10 Kapoor’s works instantiate my call for critics and art 
historians – special kinds of beholders – to acknowledge the role they play in 
creating meaning. I discuss my investments in more detail in the Introduction 
and in Chapter 2, I explore the fraught nature of authorship as a frame through 
the lens of the art criticism of Anish Kapoor’s work.

This notion of a subject-in-making is embedded in the genealogy of the 
title of Svayambh. The word svayambh is an adaptation of the Sanskrit word 
svayambhuv, which roughly translates into ‘self-generated’ in contradistinc-
tion to rupa, which refers to a human-made form.11 Indeed, Kapoor’s sculp-
tures often appear as if they materialize without human artifice – that they 
had always been there – but of course, they have been laboriously fabricated. 
Svayambh engenders a space for the viewer in which this paradox is felt  
and where subject and object, nature and artifice and thinking and feeling  
are all blurred. This space is generative and generous, allowing for multiple 
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xviii Preface

meanings, and thereby underscoring that meaning-making and the writing of 
art histories can be nothing but provisional.

The argument, of course, is that this is tantamount to saying that an 
artwork can mean anything and everything and there are no standards through 
which to filter it. However, the default model in which the historian or critic 
constructing histories of art remains largely invisible has the unfortunate, if 
largely unconscious, effect of producing narratives that claim ‘objective’ truth 
value but in fact are shaped by the writer’s myriad concerns, investments and 
desires. Those interested in having a dialogue with art, I would argue, need to 
make their personal investments and the methods of their engagement more 
explicit – the nature of our dialogue is imbricated with the histories we write 
with and through art. To do so is to engage in the practice of what art historian 
Marsha Meskimmon describes as ‘affirmative criticality’, where aesthetics and 
ethics meet.12 She writes that in contradistinction to negative critique – which 
attempts ‘to analyse and interpret things as they are or have been (present, 
past)’ – affirmative criticality as a mode or praxis ‘engage[s] actively with the 
constitution of the future’.13 A practice-led project in the form of curating I 
describe in Chapter 6 attempts to imagine and bring into being an incipient, 
more ethical future. Indeed, the second half of the book, especially, begins to 
move towards making my own entanglements more palpable and explicit with 
the histories of art I write as well as the visual culture with which I engage. At 
the same time, ‘the constitution of the future’ with which affirmative criticality 
is concerned could also involve a reconstitution of the past. In Chapter 3, for 
instance, I re-imagine post-Second World War abstraction.

Affirmative criticality and productive failure, in fact, are well paired as 
broad conceptual frameworks that articulate my approach to writing art 
history. Affirmative criticality does not translate into a less critical mode of 
engagement in the same way productive failure does not minimize the impor-
tance of genealogy in writing transnational South Asian art histories. Rather 
both demand a slight adjustment to the way we practice art history and 
thereby produce the possibility of a more ethical and responsible writing with 
and through art. Moreover, cruising as an overarching method is how I try to 
accomplish this goal. In the end, my approach is to aim to write art histories 
as slippery, subjective and entangled with each other and me.

Notes

 1 Also, one of my case studies deals with the production and consumption of 
art in the subcontinent, which the term ‘diaspora’ tends to exclude. For the 
Gilroy quotation, see Brent Hayes Edwards, ‘The Uses of Diaspora’, Social Text 
19, no. 1 66 (20 March 2001): 63, doi:10.1215/01642472–19–1_66–45. It is not my 
goal here to set up a Manichean debate between ‘diaspora’ and ‘transnational’, 
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though. In fact, the genealogy of the latter is already deeply intertwined with 
that of the former. For instance, British cultural studies scholar Stuart Hall has 
theorized ‘diaspora’ in a manner that addresses the implications of fixed origins 
and destinations that Gilroy references. He defines ‘diaspora experience’ as 
determined not through ‘return’ and ‘not by essence or purity, but by the rec-
ognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of “iden-
tity” which lives with and through, not despite, difference’. See Stuart Hall, 
‘Cultural Identity and Diaspora’, in Identity: Community, Culture, Difference, 
ed. Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1990), 235.

 2 Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2011).

 3 Holland Cotter, ‘V. S. Gaitonde Retrospective at the Guggenheim’, The New 
York Times, 1 January 2015, www.nytimes.com/2015/01/02/arts/design/v-s-
gaitonde-retrospective-at-the-guggenheim.html.

 4 Simon Ofield-Kerr, ‘Cruising the Archive’, Journal of Visual Culture 4, no. 3 (1 
December 2005): 357, doi:10.1177/1470412905058353.

 5 Ibid.
 6 These details are from the website of Aerotrope, the company in charge of the 

structural design of this and many of Kapoor’s monumental works. See http://
aerotrope.com/what-we-do/art/svayambh-anish-kapoor-france-germany-
uk.html.

 7 On 18 July 1937 Adolf Hitler opened the ‘House of German Art’ (renamed 
‘Haus der Kunst’ in 1946 to ‘  “denazify” the historically troubled building’)  
as the first ‘Great German Art Exhibition’ and a day later the vilified show 
Degenerate Art was opened in the rooms of the then Archeological Institute 
in Munich. See ‘Haus Der Kunst – FAQs’, Haus der Kunst accessed 26 July 2016, 
www.hausderkunst.de/en/research/history/faqs/. Information on Nantes 
culled from the following: Julia Weiner, ‘Interview: Anish Kapoor Is the Biggest 
Name in Art’, Jewish Chronicle Online, 24 September 2009, www.thejc.com/
arts/arts-interviews/interview-anish-kapoor-biggest-name-art.

 8 Karen Lang, ‘Anish Kapoor’s Svayambh’, X-Tra: Contemporary Art Quarterly 
11, no. 2 (Winter 2008): 60–3. Online version consulted was unpaginated: 
http://x-traonline.org/article/anish-kapoors-svayambh/.

 9 Irit Rogoff, Terra Infirma: Geography’s Visual Culture (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 31. As paraphrased by Rogoff from a discussion after a 
lecture given by Gaytri Chakravorty Spivak at Harvard University’s Center for 
Literary and Cultural Studes in 1987.

 10 Lang, ‘Anish Kapoor’s Svayambh’.
 11 Ibid.
 12 Marsha Meskimmon, Contemporary Art and the Cosmopolitan Imagination 

(London; New York: Routledge, 2011), 91.
 13 Ibid.
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Introduction: towards creolizing 
transnational South Asian art histories

1

Even the History of Art at the End of the Universe is not as far out as its pro-
ponents have claimed … Not every artwork made … is visible, and it is possible 
that there are many more that have not been counted, even by their curators 
or by art historians, simply because they have never been seen. When consid-
ering anything in deep space it is essential to remember a fundamental maxim 
of inter-planetary travel – L’essentiel est invisible pour les yeux (‘What is essential 
is invisible to the eye’). (Raqs Media Collective)1

This book project pivots around a seeming paradox or contradiction: my 
desire to construct the unwritten history of artworks by artists of South Asian 
descent produced in the transnational space bound by British colonialism and 
the impossibility and even problematic nature of such a project, however well 
intentioned. I have begun to provisionally map out a history of artworks by 
such artists in the post-1980s period who remain marginalized in the Ameri-
can and British context, but does making them visible achieve the inclusivity 
that is implied in such a project?2 French philosopher Jacques Derrida’s con-
ceptualization of the supplement is instructive in this regard. He writes, ‘the 
supplement adds itself, it is a surplus, a plenitude enriching another plenitude 
[ … ] But the supplement supplements. It adds only to replace.’3

Supplementing hegemonic art history, then, can never fully deliver on its 
promise of inclusivity; it will always fall short of becoming complete. New 
Delhi-based artists, curators and self-described ‘philosophical agent provoca-
teurs’ Raqs Media Collective insinuate just as much.4 In the extract from a 
presentation they gave as part of the conference Art History in the Wake of the 
Global Turn, with which I begin this chapter, they suggest that there always 
will be artworks that are invisible to the art historian.5 Rather than suggesting 
that histories attempting inclusivity should be avoided merely because they 
are implicitly unfinished, this project aims to move away from only consider-
ing genealogy and writing art histories (plural) and thereby to make apparent 
their inherent supplementarity.

Visual culture and queer studies scholar Gavin Butt meditates on the word 
‘paradox’ – a word I use in my first sentence in this introduction – in relation 
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2 Productive failure 

to art criticism; I want to consider this idea in the context of writing art his-
tories. In his introduction to his edited volume of essays, ‘The Paradoxes of 
Criticism’, Butt writes:

This book considers criticism, then, in a defining relation to the paradoxical. 
Not paradox as in the strict sense of being logically contradictory … Rather 
that criticism, in order that it remain criticism, of necessity has to situate itself 
para – against and/or beside – the doxa of received wisdom.6

Art history is not art criticism, but I do want it to remain critical in the manner 
Butt describes: to situate itself ‘against and/or beside’ the normative or ‘received 
wisdom’. In this way – and slightly reworking what he writes – I work against 
the ‘constantive, reportive dimensions of … [hegemonic art] historical 
inquiry’.7 Indeed, I am not reporting facts but arranging them as evidence to 
create palpable fictions as history.8 In this way, paradox can be productive and 
generative: it can open up the multiple histories of art.

I approach art history as a performative doing rather than understanding 
it as the creation of stable, inviolable narratives that reveal the truth of the 
past. Precisely by not succeeding in producing conventional art historical nar-
ratives, a redefinition and reorientation of what art history can do – rather 
than be – is possible. German art historian Michael F. Zimmermann ends his 
introduction to the edited volume The Art Historian: National Traditions and 
Institutional Practices (2003) by similarly noting that ‘Art history … should 
less define itself on the ground of what it is, than of what it does’.9 His state-
ment is meant as a rebuttal to what he describes as the endless claims of the 
death of art history. He writes that he ‘favors radical contingency’ for the 
discipline.10 In this way, it is constantly in a state of becoming knowledge. 
Aware that the death of art history has at least partially to do with its xeno-
phobia and racism (among other issues), Zimmermann cautions that he is  
‘[n]ot arguing against ethnological or post-colonial approaches’ to art history. 
Rather, he implies that these approaches are themselves part of the radical 
contingency that marks the discipline at its best.11 Interestingly, he further 
notes that his particular notion of ‘radical contingency’ as a polemical point 
is perhaps too general and ‘thus in itself not contingent’ at all.12 Given my 
specific interest in writing transnational South Asian art histories, this project 
can be seen as enacting the radical contingency of art history about which 
Zimmermann compellingly writes.

Defining transnational South Asia as the ‘Brown Atlantic’

To theorize the space of my analysis, I invoke British sociologist Paul Gilroy’s 
theory of the Black Atlantic. Gilroy’s theory draws upon and makes more 
specific French philosopher Michel Foucault’s theories of genealogy, discourse 
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3Introduction 

and heterotopia through the specific optic of theories of black identity. My 
reworking of Gilroy’s theory here is more of a lateral move to another space 
bound by a different set of power dynamics: it is the ‘Brown Atlantic’ to which 
both Asian American studies and film scholar Jigna Desai in her Beyond  
Bollywood (2004) and queer and South Asian cultural studies scholar  
Gayatri Gopinath in her Impossible Desires (2005) loosely refer in their 
scholarship.13

As Gilroy describes in his now epochal The Black Atlantic: Modernity and 
Double Consciousness (1993), his intercultural theorization of the Black Atlan-
tic is not tethered to identitarian notions of ethnicity or nationalism.14 He 
famously invokes the metaphor of slave ships ‘in motion across the spaces 
between Europe, America, Africa, and the Caribbean’ to theorize black 
diasporic identities and to ‘focus attention on the middle passage’.15 Gilroy 
refers to this ‘middle passage’ as the ‘Black Atlantic’, which he argues avoids 
the implications of the classical notion of ‘diaspora’. According to him, in an 
interview with philosopher Timmy Lott, the latter assumes an ‘obsession with 
origins, purity and invariant sameness’.16 Instead, the Black Atlantic is a theo-
retical model that underscores identity as always in flux.

The post-structuralist underpinnings of the Black Atlantic have allowed 
it to be reworked and adopted by scholars to theorize other more focused 
spaces – such as the ‘Lusophone Black Atlantic’, the geographical area bound 
by the slave routes between Portugal, Brazil and Africa.17 In connection to a 
‘Brown Atlantic’, Gopinath writes, ‘Such a mapping of South Asian diasporic 
movement suggests the differences and similarities between the experiences 
of racialization of South Asian immigrations in North America and the UK.’18 
The ‘Brown Atlantic’ could refer to a broad range of nations beyond the  
latter, such as Pakistan and the Caribbean (Jamaica, Trinidad, Tobago and 
Guyana) as well as former British colonies such as Fiji, South Africa and 
Mauritius to which South Asians migrated in the late nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. However, I deal here primarily with the transnational space 
including the United Kingdom, United States and India which is bound by 
British colonialism.19

My own ‘roots and routes’, as Gilroy pithily refers to his Black Atlantic 
model, approximates the space of my analysis: I am a UK-born, US-raised 
and currently Miami, Florida-based subject whose family emigrated origi-
nally from Gujarat, India.20 Also, much of the second half of this book was 
researched while I lived in Manchester, England. The case studies reflect 
these routes in that I focus largely on the United States and England with 
some attention to India. At the same time, my identification as ‘queer’ has 
added traction to a simplistic mapping of my personal history onto the space 
I have otherwise sketched out. In the next section, I expand on how I 
approach my authorship as well as how I attempt to prevent it from 
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4 Productive failure 

becoming stabilizing or even wholly knowable in the context of writing 
transnational South Asian art histories.

The self-fiction (not self-exposure) of the art historian: queer and  
towards queering

One of the ways in which this project tries to perform art histories as shifting 
and ever changing is to make clear that they are always a product of the people 
who write them. Because the discipline of art history predominantly follows 
a model in which the historian or critic constructing histories of art remains 
largely invisible, this has the unfortunate (if largely unconscious) effect of 
producing narratives that claim ‘objective’ truth, which are in fact shaped by 
the writer’s myriad concerns, investments and desires. As art historians Amelia 
Jones and Andrew Stephenson write in their groundbreaking, coedited book 
Performing the Body/Performing the Text (1999), which examines the per-
formativity of art history and art criticism: ‘one must locate the “professional 
spectator” (the art critic and art historian) within the operative discursive 
operations and a distinctive Western taxonomy … which serves to authorize 
and naturalize his readings as “truthful”’.21 They are partly referring to what 
they note are the now well-rehearsed problems with American critic Clement 
Greenberg’s formalist approach to art criticism of the 1950s and 1960s, which 
effectively veiled the critic’s interestedness in the objects about which he wrote. 
I will thus interrogate how my own authorship – not only my aforementioned 
roots and routes but also my identification as queer – has an impact on the 
histories I write; by doing so I thereby make explicit the subjectivity of art 
history. That is, this monograph does not try to disentangle the writing of art 
histories from my own history and biases.

At the same time, Jones and Stephenson caution that the need to fix value 
and meaning to artistic endeavours extends to ‘even the most seemingly 
enlightened and most radical varieties’ of art historical and art critical prac-
tices, as well.22 They clarify:

Even as Euro-American art history and art criticism have by and large shifted 
away from a value system based on abstract aesthetic ideals to one based on 
political efficacy (in terms of Marxian, structuralist, feminist, and other radical 
agendas), the majority of supposedly ‘anti-’ or ‘post-’ modernist analyses con-
tinue to veil the investments at work in posing particular values and meanings 
for works of art.23

Moreover, as art historian Michael Schreyach notes in his introduction to the 
edited volume The State of Art Criticism (2007), ‘admitting one’s preferences 
and investments is self-exposure, not self-criticism’.24 While he is referring to 
what he describes as the ‘endless acknowledgement of positionality’, or frames 
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5Introduction 

of reference, since the 1960s, this can just as well be applied to the insertion 
of the critic’s or art historian’s biography into his writing.

To prevent my writing from becoming self-exposure, I do not offer my 
personal anecdotes as autobiographically anchored ‘facts’, but as the kind of 
‘self-fiction’ women’s and gender studies scholar Nancy K. Miller theorizes.25 
French philosopher Roland Barthes, in his ‘autobiographical’ sketch Roland 
Barthes by Roland Barthes (1977), also rigorously refused to revert to an under-
lying reality or essence by revealing the construction of subjectivity itself as a 
product of language.26 He wrote, ‘This book consists of what I do not know: 
the unconscious and ideology, things which utter themselves only by the 
voices of others. I cannot put on stage (in the text), as such, the symbolic and 
the ideological which pass through me, since I am their blind spot.’27 In this 
way, I undermine any full sense of power or authority I have as a critic-
historian. To be clear, my provisional readings in the forthcoming pages 
should not be construed as being non-committal, nebulous or indistinct; I 
present what I believe are lucid arguments in connection to works that cohere 
into a specific legibility but without concretizing them.

To make palpable and visible this project’s Barthesian ‘blind spot’, I mobi-
lize ‘queer’ as both a noun and a verb. That is, queer as an identification and 
a subjectivity is important to my writing of transnational South Asian art 
histories, but it also functions as a destabilizing agent meant to acknowledge 
the complex entanglements of other identifications such as gender and class 
with sexuality. I draw here on legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of 
intersectionality that points to the importance of considering constructions 
of gender, race/ethnicity and class as constitutive of one another.28 Queer 
theorist and cultural studies scholar Jasbir K. Puar argues that intersectionality 
‘holds fast as a successful model of political transformation’, but it needs to be 
supplemented as a tool for political intervention.29 For Puar this has meant a 
focus on assemblage but she does not jettison intersectionality as a concept 
completely. She notes that intersectionality is ‘a much more porous paradigm’ 
than is generally acknowledged and her conceptualization of the ‘becoming 
of intersectionality’, in which there is an emphasis on motion rather than 
points of meeting, is particularly provocative.30 Crenshaw’s cogent description 
of cars meeting at an intersection, which Puar notes is suggestive of intersec-
tionality being an ‘event’, is instructive.31 Puar writes:

As Crenshaw indicates in this description [the analogy of cars], identifi-
cation is a process; identity is an encounter, an event, an accident, in fact. 
Identities are multi-causal, multi-directional, liminal; traces aren’t always 
self-evident. In this ‘becoming of intersectionality’, there is emphasis on motion 
rather than gridlock; on how the halting of motion produces the demand to  
locate.32
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6 Productive failure 

One way to avoid ‘gridlock’ is to attend to the ‘event-ness of the critical encoun-
ter’ between the critic and the objects he addresses ‘to revivify the practices 
of contemporary criticism’.33 British architectural art historian and feminist art 
critic Jane Rendell brilliantly elaborates on the latter in her important book 
Site-Writing: The Architecture of Art Criticism (2010), which considers ‘the 
construction of texts – essays and installations – architectures of art criticism 
– that write the sites’ of her encounter with artworks.34 For her, ‘the sites’ 
broadly refer to the ‘material, emotional, political, and conceptual – of the 
artwork’s construction, exhibition and documentation, as well as those remem-
bered, dreamed and imagined by the artist, critic and other viewers’.35

The ‘otherwise’ of queer transnational South Asian art histories

As perhaps is clear by now, an important thread running through the chapters 
of this book is not to jettison art history as a discipline wholesale but to think 
it otherwise. I invoke ‘otherwise’ in the spirit of how art historians Amelia 
Jones and Erin Silver use the word in the title of their 2016 anthology Other-
wise: Imagining Queer Feminist Art Histories, especially given this project’s 
interest in queer subjectivity and theory. While this book does not purport to 
be concerned exclusively with women’s artistic practices or those of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, trans*, queer, questioning and intersex-identified subjects, it 
does increasingly engage with them in the second half.36 In her introduction, 
Jones writes that ‘queer theory and feminism are “otherwise” to each other, as 
well as to art history, but also to the ways in which they both deal with the 
“otherwise” of sexual and gender identifications in relation to (in this case) 
visual culture’.37

Borrowing and reworking this felicitous language of Jones’s, this mono-
graph is enmeshed in how queer theory and transnational, diaspora and 
related theories are otherwise to each other and to art history; and how they 
deal with the otherwise of a queer and transnational South Asian identifica-
tion in relation to visual culture. To clarify, the critiques queer and diaspora 
bring to each other do not necessarily ‘sustain a more perfect union or, in this 
case, a more perfect oppositionality’, as Puar perspicaciously argues.38 For 
instance, Gayatri Gopinath, like Puar, notes the masculinist tendencies of both 
queer and diaspora theories: the title of her path-breaking book Impossible 
Desires (2005) refers partly to the occlusion of queer feminist desire in these 
theoretical models.39 Queer and diaspora theories do not necessarily enfold 
other intersecting issues, such as class and faith, either.40

The discipline of art history has remained silent on the broad range of 
queer feminist South Asian visual culture and artistic practices that Gopinath 
has begun to brilliantly examine.41 Indeed, the incorporation of queer theory 
and feminist critique into the growing literature that explores art history in 
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7Introduction 

the context of the ‘transnational’, ‘global’, ‘world’ and ‘diaspora’ – all slippery 
terms, of course – has been sorely lacking.42 An important exception is Women, 
the Arts and Globalization: Eccentric Experience (2013), edited by art historians 
Marsha Meskimmon and Dorothy C. Price.43 In the introduction, they point 
out that ‘Contemporary artists traverse the same routes as empowered,  
metropolitan elites and the economic migrants left in their wake, and, argu-
ably, the territories described by these global circuits are always, already gen-
dered.’ In this way, they situate the importance of gender not as an additive 
frame but as integral to understanding contemporary art in the context of 
globalization.44

Art historian Aruna D’Souza writes that, though global art histories ‘draw 
upon the language of a particular strain of visual culture studies (a critique of 
disciplinarity)’, they do not embrace the latter’s other imperatives, such as an 
‘attention to a broader array of media and non-art forms … as a way of reject-
ing the limiting category of art’.45 Indeed, given this project’s focus on not only 
identity but also artworks in relation to other kinds of material visual culture, 
this investigation is closer in spirit to the concerns of visual culture and is 
indebted to a genealogy of work going back to the Birmingham Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies, which celebrated its fiftieth anniversary in 
2014 and was headed by British cultural studies scholar Stuart Hall.46

At the same time, in her essay ‘What Is a Theorist?’ visual cultural studies 
scholar Irit Rogoff compellingly writes that, though her initial transition from 
art history to visual culture was to shift from a discipline to a ‘less disciplined 
place’, visual cultural studies has begun suspiciously to function much more 
like that which it aimed to supplant.47 In this way, the invocation of ‘art his-
tories’ in this book’s title is not meant to be a counterpoint to visual culture. 
The conscious choice of the term ‘art histories’, however, is to signal that a 
strong impulse behind this project is to make visible histories of artworks that 
remain marginalized – something that perhaps is less obvious under the 
umbrella of visual cultural studies even as I am arguing that the divisions 
between these disciplines are not so clear cut.

Each subsequent chapter takes a variety of different approaches to examin-
ing the visual. Some are fairly conventional for art history – such as authorship 
(Chapter 2), form (Chapter 3), and subject matter (Chapter 4). These provide 
critical modes of close analysis of artworks and the visual tout court that cul-
tural studies approaches (even if not purposefully) often sidestep. I also con-
sider ‘practice-led’ approaches, such as auto-ethnographic narratives relating 
experiential knowledge of space/site (Chapter 5), curatorial knowledge-
making via exhibitions (Chapter 6), and the affective knowledge generated by 
encounters with visual culture (Chapter 7). Affect can be loosely described as 
feeling before cognition and while it has been embraced by cultural studies 
scholars, only a handful of art historians – especially Jill Bennett and Marsha 
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8 Productive failure 

Meskimmon – have begun to think about its potential.48 I illustrate that all of 
these frames can be powerfully queer – that is, destabilizing – and radical tools 
to examine the transnational.

To further clarify what I hope to achieve through the above, the following 
statement by Stuart Hall is suggestive, even if it does not explicitly deal with 
transnational South Asia. Here, Hall expands on curator and writer Gilane 
Tawadros’s use of ‘fault lines’ as a frame to explore ‘the postcolonial and geo-
political situation of the work of contemporary African artists’ that were part 
of her exhibition Fault Lines: Contemporary African Art and Shifting Land-
scapes at the 50th Venice Biennale (2003):

Of course, fault lines, like other relations of power (as Michel Foucault would 
remind us) are also productive. Those escaping the vertical lines of force forge 
new lateral connections. New formations appear where older ones disappear 
beneath the sand. Borders, which divide, become sites of surreptitious crossing. 
Separate and inviolable worlds meet and collide. Where only the pure, the 
orthodox, were valorised, a new universe of vernaculars and creole forms 
comes into existence. Multiple logics of identification and translation operate.49

If we consider transnational South Asian art history organized through the 
frame of genealogy as a singular fault line attempting to disrupt the ‘pure’, 
‘orthodox’ and dominant white art history, then the aforementioned frames 
of authorship, form, subject matter, space/site and affect can be seen as other 
fault lines to organize or analyse artworks. These fault lines can be seen most 
‘productive’ when, per Hall, ‘new lateral connections’ are made across (or 
trans) fault lines. In this way, each chapter is only initially framed through one 
singular frame; eventually lateral connections are made to other frames that 
result in ‘a new universe of vernaculars and creole forms’ of art histories to 
emerge. By ‘creole forms’, Hall is describing new hybrid forms that cannot be 
mapped back to an origin or to its components, which are themselves hybrid.

Creolizing transnational South Asian art histories

It was not until January 2002 – a year before the Fault Lines exhibition – that 
the mainstream contemporary art world explored ‘creole’ as a term. That year, 
as part of Documenta 11, an exhibition which takes place every five years, 
curator Okwui Enwezor incorporated a series of seminars and discussions at 
various sites in addition to, and outside, Kassel, Germany, where it tradition-
ally takes place. One of these sites was St Lucia where ‘Platform 3’ titled 
‘Créolité and Creolization’ took place.50 Participants, one of whom was Stuart 
Hall, explored the genealogy of the titular terms as well as a third term, 
‘Creole’, and their potential to describe phenomena beyond their historically 
and geographically specific origins to the contemporary art world. 
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9Introduction 

Interestingly, this platform took place only a few months before the Sterling 
and Francine Clark Art Institute conference ‘The Art Historian: National 
Traditions and Institutional Practices’, organized by art historians Michael 
Ann Holly and Mariët Westermann.51 However, there is no overlap between 
these two gatherings in terms of ideology or participants.52 Platform 3 did not 
address art historical practices and was largely populated by visual culture 
scholars, curators and artists, while the Clark conference eschewed discus-
sions of creolization, diaspora or migration, with the exception of a brief 
discussion of global art history.53

I hope to bridge the divide exemplified above. First, I describe the terms 
‘Creole’, ‘créolité’, and ‘creolization’ before considering how they are useful to 
theorizing writing transnational South Asian art histories. As Hall notes, 
‘Creole’ is ‘an exceedingly slippery signifier’.54 Linguistically, it is often used to 
describe the vernacular language that emerged in the colonies of the Carib-
bean which typically included mainly European and African languages.55 
Sociologically, ‘Creole’ was initially used to describe ‘white’ settlers (mostly 
French and Spanish) in the Caribbean who their European peers felt had spent 
so much time there that they had forgotten how to be proper gentlemen. Over 
time, the term was used to refer both to white Europeans and black popula-
tions born in the colonies.56 However, to underscore the term’s complex usage, 
‘Creole’ is used to distinguish between Indians and blacks in Guyana and 
Trinidad. Creoles in this context are blacks. Hall further points out that ‘Creole’ 
has been defined as a kind of racial mixing in many dictionaries. He clarifies, 
though, the term has never really referred to mixing bloodlines but rather 
cultural mixing.57 One particularly appealing – if implicit – feature about 
‘Creole’ is that embedded within it, whiteness and blackness are imbricated 
with rather than external to conceptualizing the mixing that results in cultural 
formations such as the focus of this investigation: transnational South Asian 
art histories. Whiteness, in particular, is the unacknowledged ground of all 
racialized art histories. I explore the latter in more detail in all the chapters 
but especially Chapter 4.

In his expansive understanding of ‘Creole’, Martinican-born poet and theo-
retician Édouard Glissant refers to the term (as summarized by Hall) ‘to 
describe the entanglement – or what he [Glissant] calls the “relation” – between 
different cultures forced into cohabitation in the colonial context’.58 Glissant is 
referring to the shared space in which colonialists lived with slaves, indentured 
servants and their descendants.59 Comparative literature scholar Mary Louise 
Pratt refers to these entanglements as ‘contact zones’, or ‘social spaces where 
disparate cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other often in highly 
asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination.’60 Indeed, power 
asymmetries are key to the ‘relations’ brokered between colonizer and colo-
nized.61 However, rather than characterizing the colonizer and colonized as 
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10 Productive failure 

binary, Hall conceptualizes them as ‘mutually constituting’ and ongoing or 
processual: one imprints on the other and vice versa.62 He further notes that 
rather than ‘newer and more contemporary cultural formation[s]’ emerging 
from entanglement, the configuration brought about ‘can no longer be disag-
gregated or restored to their originary forms, since they no longer exist in a 
“pure” state’.63

Hybridity often assumes that the components that created it can be segre-
gated. The concept of entanglement, on the other hand, suggests that the 
components are not only not identifiable but are hybrid themselves given the 
ongoing flux associated with ‘entanglement’. Glissant refers to the processual 
nature of ‘entanglement’ as ‘creolization’, the second term in the Platform’s title. 
He distinguished between ‘Creole’ and creolization by noting the latter is 
constantly changing in contradistinction to the former. He also writes that 
creolization can refer to a broader set of sociocultural processes not only in 
the Caribbean but also ‘all the world’ (tout-monde).64

Irit Rogoff has proactively invoked the second term in the ‘Platform’ title 
créolité as an approach to visual cultural studies in her essay ‘What Is a Theo-
rist?’.65 Martinican writers and intellectuals Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau 
and Raphaël Confiant developed the concept of créolité in their 1989 mani-
festo ‘Éloge de la Créolité’ (translated in 1990 into English).66 It specifically 
was meant to describe the cultural production in the French Caribbean. 
Drawing on Hall, however, Rogoff suggests that créolité can more broadly 
reference the construction of a literary or artistic project out of creolizing 
processes.67 The transnational South Asian art history explored in this book 
can be considered such a project, I argue. Of course, the construction of this 
art history can never be complete given creolization is itself processual. 
Indeed, this monograph hopes to realize the potential of Rogoff ’s wish for 
visual culture – that I extend to art history – to become a ‘field of complex 
and growing entanglements that can never be translated back to originary or 
constitutive components’.68

Writing creolizing transnational South Asian art histories means consider-
ing artworks by artists who are white, of South Asian descent and of African 
descent to be seen in one frame – not as equivalents but as entangled. These 
art histories exceed yet are not completely disconnected from notions of 
kinship or bloodlines or the construct of the nation-state. Art historian Donald 
Preziosi notes that ‘style’ has historically been tied to kinship.69 He writes that 
the works act as ‘surrogates or “representations” of connections or differences 
between their makers’.70 Creolization demands that constructions of art history 
move away from that to which they have been historically tied: bloodlines and 
the nation. In addition, moving beyond kinship means moving beyond het-
eronormativity and reproduction. Indeed, Rogoff mobilizes creolization 
beyond race, ethnicity and nationality to consider gender and sexuality, both 
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11Introduction 

of which are important to my investigation.71 While a creolizing approach 
makes visible transnational South Asian art histories beyond fixed notions of 
identity/genealogy, this does not imply that those histories chiefly concerned 
with artwork by artists of South Asian descent are retrograde. Rather, creoliza-
tion demands a deeply relational and non-hierarchical approach to art histo-
ries, genealogical and otherwise.72

Finally, I am interested in creolizing transnational South Asian art histories 
that are ‘both multiple and One, and inextricable’.73 The latter is Glissant’s 
explanation of ‘globality’ as distinct from the neo-imperialism of ‘globalisa-
tion’. Per Glissant’s logic, while these histories are multiple they are not neces-
sarily mutually exclusive. Following his logic, strands of the multiple often 
intertwine and overlap and thereby cohere collectively around – but never 
quite approximate – the ‘One’, in this case a singular transnational South Asian 
art history.

Summaries of case studies

Chapter 2 explores authorship. In particular, I examine the writing about the 
work of Anish Kapoor, one of the most critically and commercially successful 
artists of Asian descent in the West. Kapoor’s career has spanned nearly four 
decades and has spawned numerous reviews and critical essays; this archive 
provides an unprecedented opportunity to explore the shifting manner in 
which critics and art historians have identified him and his work. This case 
study is partly a critique of the facile categorization and Orientalist overtones 
of some of the writing on Kapoor’s work. More importantly, I argue that the 
failure to locate Kapoor in any final or fixed way suggests a subtle but impor-
tant shift in how art historians could write the histories of work by artists with 
complex genealogies such as his. Not only should they make their stakes clear 
in the framing of the work and thereby write contingent rather than fixed 
histories, but also acknowledge that their writing is influenced by their engage-
ment with artworks and the sites in which they are encountered.

I focus on my identification as queer and South Asian American in Chapter 
3 to put pressure on the coherency of an LGBTQI art history, a history of 
artworks by lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans*, questioning, queer and intersex-
identified subjects, and an Asian American art history, a history of artworks 
by artists of Asian descent living in the United States.74 To productively open 
up both of these art histories beyond social constructions of identity and 
genealogy, I focus on connecting formal similarities of abstract work produced 
in the 1960s in New York City by Cy Twombly and Natvar Bhavsar. Given the 
dominant interpretive models for post-Second World War art movements that 
emphasize form at the expense of inclusion of work by artists of Asian descent, 
this chapter also serves to reimagine this period in art history.

9?QCI 0IMCPF 7?KQ I?I 9 AQ SC 4? I C - Q KE : CC ?KPK?Q K?I QF 0P ?K 0 Q 5 PQ CP 8?KAFCPQC =K SC P QT 9 CPP
9 : CPQ 3 H 1CKQ ?I FQQM- C HACKQ ?I M CPQ A I ? CQ? I ?AQ K/ A62. ,

1 C?QC D ? K   - -

1
MT

EF
QU

8
?K

AF
CP

QC
=

K
SC

P
QT

9
CP

P
0

II
EF

QP
CP

C
SC



12 Productive failure 

Chapter 4 explores the work of artists who have all mobilized subject 
matter in their artworks that could be read as ‘South Asian’, but none of whom 
are genealogically linked to the subcontinent. In particular, I explore white-
ness, the unstable and invisible ground on which a transnational history of 
artworks by artists of South Asian descent is implicitly constructed. As an 
integral part of this discussion, I also expand the range of authors whose work 
I explore by considering whiteness’s other: blackness. These artists are French-
born, NYC (New York City)-based Stephen Dean; German-born and NYC- 
and Berlin-based Mario Pfeifer; NYC-born, Berlin-based Adrian Margaret 
Smith Piper; and Los Angeles-born, NYC-based Kehinde Wiley. Overall, I 
write an art history that disrupts and keeps in play facile categories such as 
South Asian/non-South Asian and non-white/white.

The second half of the book, from Chapter 5 onwards, slowly shifts from 
deconstruction that dominates the early chapters to what could be described 
as ‘practice-led research’: a shift from analyzing the work of others to produc-
ing curatorial projects that are then critically reflected upon. Chapter 5 focuses 
on space and site. It pivots partly around my experience of viewing the instal-
lation Sphere:dreamz in spring 2006 in Manchester, England – where I lived 
from 2005 to 2008. The work was produced by Sphere – a collective of 
Manchester-based, queer-identified South Asian women – and was strategi-
cally situated near Canal Street, the epicentre of the Gay Village, an area of 
the city with many gay bars and restaurants. The queer feminist transnational 
South Asian art history within which I write about the work of Sphere, I 
entangle with my own material exploration of the city’s spaces – both the Gay 
Village and Curry Mile, an area of the city so named for its many South Asian 
restaurants and shops. Curry Mile is about a half-hour bus ride from the Gay 
Village. A motive for the writing of this chapter is the relative dearth of explo-
ration of queer South Asian sexuality in artworks and art historical writing 
– including my own in the first half of the book, in which queer functions 
largely as a theory rather than as lived experience.

Chapter 6 focuses on practice-led research, or what might be referred to 
as curatorial knowledge-making. In particular, I discuss the multi-site exhibi-
tion Mixing It Up: Queering Curry Mile and Currying Canal Street in Man-
chester that I organized in 2007. I embed my discussion of the Mixing It Up 
art projects within my exploration of material culture – especially the civic 
marketing of art and culture of the Gay Village in comparison to that of Curry 
Mile. I also discuss audience and critical academic responses to the projects 
to explore where the projects might have failed as productive points of 
departure.

In my final case study, Chapter 7, I draw on various theories of affect to 
explore artworks and visual culture in connection to three historical events: 
the deaths of turban-wearing Sikhs misidentified as terrorists after the attacks 
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13Introduction 

of 11 September 2001 – known as ‘9/11’ – in the United States; the death of 
Brazilian Jean Charles de Menezes, misidentified by British police as a terrorist 
shortly after the terrorist attacks of 7 July 2005 in London; and the death of 
teenager Trayvon Martin, misidentified as a criminal by George Zimmerman, 
in Sanford, Florida, in 2012.75 I consider a public art memorial designed by 
London-based Mary Edwards to commemorate the death of Menezes, art-
works by Kehinde Wiley and Adrian Margaret Smith Piper, and a cartoon by 
Los Angeles-based Carter Goodrich that appeared on the cover of The New 
Yorker shortly after the terrorist attacks of 9/11. I theorize how these disparate 
works might engender an ethical future across racial, ethnic and national lines. 
At stake in this chapter is the question of how certain subjects are considered 
as ‘belonging’ and others as not; and the role of art and writing in the recon-
stitution of notions of ‘home’ and thereby transnational South Asian art 
histories.

Notes

 1 Raqs Media Collective, ‘An Ephemeris, Corrected for the Longitudes of Tomor-
row: Speculations on the Orbit and Motion of Objects and Processes in Con-
temporary Art Today and Tomorrow’, in Art History in the Wake of the Global 
Turn, ed. Jill H. Casid and Aruna D’Souza, Clark Studies in the Visual Arts 
(Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2014), 19. Raqs 
Media Collective is composed of Jeebesh Bagchi, Monica Narula and Shud-
dhabrata Sengupta.

 2 Alpesh Kantilal Patel, ‘Queer Desi Visual Culture Across the “Brown Atlantic”’ 
(PhD dissertation, Manchester University, 2009). See Chapter 2.

 3 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1976), 144–5. In French, supplément means both ‘an addition’ and ‘a 
substitute’. See ibid., xiii.

 4 ‘Raqs Media Collective’, artist website, Raqs Media Collective, accessed 13 
January 2016, http://raqsmediacollective.net/.

 5 Raqs Media Collective, ‘An Ephemeris’.
 6 Gavin Butt, ‘Introduction: The Paradoxes of Criticism’, in After Criticism: New 

Responses to Art and Performance, ed. Gavin Butt (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2005), 5.

 7 Ibid., 11.
 8 Historian Hayden White has noted that all histories are narratives of some 

kind. Also, that the key difference between fiction and history is that historians 
insist they are presenting truth. Hayden White, ‘Historiography and Historio-
photy’, The American Historical Review 93, no. 5 (December 1988): 1193–9.

 9 Emphasis in original. Michael F. Zimmermann, ‘Introduction’, in The Art His-
torian: National Traditions and Institutional Practices, ed. Michael F. Zimmer-
mann (Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2003), 
xx. The volume is based on the eponymously titled Sterling and Francine Clark 
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Art Institute conference organized by Michael Ann Holly and Mariët Wester-
mann in May 2002. Drawing on art historian Eric Fernie’s scholarship, Zim-
mermann writes that ‘even not analysis, but questions are in the center of that 
insecure discipline which is art history.’ See Eric Fernie, ‘The History of Art 
and Archaeology in England Now’, in Zimmermann, The Art Historian, 160–6.

 10 Zimmermann, ‘Introduction’, xix.
 11 Ibid.
 12 Ibid.
 13 Gayatri Gopinath, Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public 

Cultures (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 70. Desai fleshed out 
her use of the ‘Brown Atlantic’ in her book Beyond Bollywood, but she first 
mentioned it two years earlier in Jigna Desai, ‘Homo on the Range: Mobile 
and Global Sexualities’, Social Text 20, no. 4 (2002): 86 (note 6).

 14 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993).

 15 Ibid., 4.
 16 See Timmy Lott, ‘Black Cultural Politics: An Interview with Paul Gilroy’, Found 

Object 4 (1994): 56–7. Of course, the genealogy of diaspora is already deeply 
intertwined with that of Gilroy’s Black Atlantic. Explaining further the distinc-
tion between ‘diaspora’ and ‘Black Atlantic’, Gilroy says: ‘Very often the concept 
of diaspora has been used to say, “Hooray! We can rewind the tape of history, 
we can get back to the original moment of our dispersal!” I’m saying some-
thing quite different. That’s why I didn’t call the book diaspora anything. I 
called it Black Atlantic because I wanted to say, “If this is a diaspora, then it’s 
a very particular kind of diaspora. It’s a diaspora that can’t be reversed.’” As 
American literature scholar Jonathan Elmer suggests, Gilroy’s Black Atlantic 
has proven to be influential in academic scholarship not necessarily for sharp-
ening the concept of diaspora, but for loosening the structures that define it. 
Jonathan Elmer, ‘The Black Atlantic Archive’, American Literary History 17 no. 
1 (2005): 161.

 17 I am referring to the exploration of the Lusophone Black Atlantic by the Centre 
for the Study of Brazilian Culture and Society, King’s College, London. See the 
centre’s homepage (accessed 26 September 2011) at www.clba.kcl.ac.uk/
index.html.

 18 Gopinath, Impossible Desires, 70.
 19 I am specifying which sector of the ‘Brown Atlantic’ space I explore to avoid 

one of the most salient criticisms of Gilroy’s mode: that it slips into homogeni-
sation of interregional diasporas – and thereby conflates the diverse genealogi-
cal histories of various black diasporas. See Paul Tiyambe Zeleza, ‘Rewriting 
the African Diaspora: Beyond the Black Atlantic’, African Affairs 104, no. 14 
(2005): 35–68; Laura Chrisman, ‘Re-Thinking Black Atlanticism’, The Black 
Scholar 30, nos 3/4 (Fall 2000): 12–18. Indeed, the movement of South Asians 
to the Caribbean as indentured servants is radically different from those who 
freely moved to England or the United States.

 20 Gilroy, The Black Atlantic, 133. I have left out travelling through some of the 
states of the former Eastern Bloc (Estonia, Latvia, Ukraine and primarily 
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Poland) in the autumn of 2015 as part of a Fulbright grant. I finished much of 
the final writing on this monograph in these countries (which undoubtedly 
impacted my writing process) but the research for the book had been largely 
completed prior to the start of the grant period so I leave this particular ‘route’ 
off the list.

 21 Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephenson, ‘Introduction’, in Performing the Body/
Performing the Text, ed. Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephenson (London; New 
York: Routledge, 1999), 2–3.

 22 Ibid., 3, 9 (footnote 7).
 23 Ibid., 3. Of particular note in Jones and Stephenson’s volume are the contribu-

tions of Jennifer DeVere Brody, Michael Hatt and Reina Lewis, who suggest 
how race, ethnicity and gender have been suppressed in modernist art histori-
cal and critical literature; see Jennifer DeVere Brody, ‘Shading Meaning’, in 
Performing the Body/Performing the Text, ed. Amelia Jones and Andrew Ste-
phenson (London; New York: Routledge, 1999), 89–106; Michael Hatt, ‘Race, 
Ritual and Responsibility: Performativity and the Southern Lynching’, in Per-
forming the Body/Performing the Text, ed. Amelia Jones and Andrew Stephen-
son (London; New York: Routledge, 1999), 76–88; and Reina Lewis, ‘Cross-
Cultural Reiterations: Demetra Vaka Brown and the Performance of Racialized 
Female Beauty’, in Performing the Body/Performing the Text, ed. Amelia Jones 
and Andrew Stephenson (London; New York: Routledge, 1999), 56–75.

 24 Michael Schreyach, ‘The Recovery of Criticism’, in The State of Art Criticism, 
ed. James Elkins and Michael Newman (New York: Routledge, 2007),  
9–10.

 25 Nancy K. Miller, Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions and Other Autobio-
graphical Acts (New York: Routledge, 1991), 24, as quoted in Keith Moxey, The 
Practice of Persuasion: Paradox and Power in Art History (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2001), 138.

 26 Roland Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, trans. Richard Howard 
(New York: Hill & Wang, 1977). Originally published in French (Paris: Seuil, 
1975).

 27 Emphasis in original. Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, 152.
 28 Kimberlé Crenshaw, ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, 

and Violence Against Women of Color’, in The Public Nature of Private Vio-
lence: The Discovery of Domestic Abuse, ed. Martha Albertson Fineman and 
Roxanne Mykitiuk (New York: Routledge, 1994), 94.

 29 Jasbir K. Puar, ‘“I Would Rather Be a Cyborg than a Goddess”: Intersectional-
ity, Assemblage, and Affective Politics’, European Institute for Progressive Cul-
tural Policies, Transversal (2011), http://eipcp.net/transversal/0811/puar/en.

 30 Ibid.
 31 Ibid.
 32 Emphasis mine. Ibid.
 33 Emphasis in original. Butt, ‘Introduction: The Paradoxes of Criticism’, 7.
 34 Jane Rendell, Site-Writing: The Architecture of Art Criticism (London; New 

York: I.B. Tauris, 2010), 1.
 35 Ibid.
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 36 The asterisk refers to all transgender, non-binary and gender non-conforming 
identities.

 37 See Amelia Jones, ‘Introduction’, in Otherwise: Imagining Queer Feminist Art 
Histories, ed. Amelia Jones and Erin Silver (Manchester: Manchester Univer-
sity Press, 2016), 1.

 38 Alice Y. Hom and David L. Eng (eds), ‘Transnational Sexualities: South Asian 
(Trans)national(alism)s and Queer Diasporas’, in Q & A Queer in Asian 
America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998), 409.

 39 In seeking to redress that lacuna, this project makes use of the scholarship of 
women of colour (such as that of Gopinath, as well as that of Cherríe Moraga 
and Gloria E. Anzaldúa) that stretches back to the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
and that ‘insistently situated lesbian sexuality within a feminist, racist, and 
anticolonial framework’, as Gopinath writes. See Gopinath, Impossible Desires, 
198 (note 43). See also Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (eds), This Bridge 
Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, 2nd edn (New York: 
Kitchen Table, Women of Color Press, 1983).

 40 Kath Browne, Sally R. Munt and Andrew K. T. Yip, Queer Spiritual Spaces: 
Sexuality and Sacred Places (Farnham and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2010), 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=513923.

 41 For instance, see her astute readings of the work of artists Chitra Ganesh and 
Allan de Souza: Gayatri Gopinath, ‘Archive, Affects, and the Everyday: Queer 
Diasporic Re-Visions’, in Political Emotions, ed. Janet Staiger, Ann Cvetkovich 
and Ann Morris Reynolds (New York: Routledge, 2010), 165–92; Gayatri Gopi-
nath, ‘Chitra Ganesh’s Queer Re-Visions’, GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay 
Studies 15, no. 3 (1 January 2009): 469–80, doi:10.1215/10642684-2008-032. Also 
see her analysis of the 2004 Malayalam-language (official state language in 
Kerala, India) film Sancharram (directed and produced by US-based Ligy J. 
Pullappally): Gayatri Gopinath, ‘Queer Regions: Locating Lesbians in Sanchar-
ram’, in A Companion to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer 
Studies, ed. George E. Haggerty and Molly McGarry (Malden, MA; Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2007), 341–54.

 42 Before listing samples of this literature, it is worth noting that the ‘global’ in 
the global turn in art history tends to imply a spatial one beyond Euro-
America, but those artists supposedly connected to this expanded space can 
be found within Euro-America as part of disparate kinds of diaspora: Thomas 
DaCosta Kaufmann, Catherine Dossin and Béatrice Joyeux-Prunel (eds), Cir-
culations in the Global History of Art, Studies in Art Historiography (Farnham 
and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015); Jill H. Casid and Aruna D’Souza (eds), 
Art History in the Wake of the Global Turn, Clark Studies in the Visual Arts 
(Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2014); Parul 
Dave Mukerji, ‘Whither Art History in a Globalizing World’, The Art Bulletin 
96, no. 2 (2014): 151–5; Hans Belting, Andrea Buddensieg and Peter Weibel 
(eds), The Global Contemporary and the Rise of New Art Worlds (Karlsruhe, 
Germany ZKM/Center for Art and Media; Cambridge, MA; London; The MIT 
Press, 2013); Saloni Mathur (ed.), The Migrant’s Time: Rethinking Art History 
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and Diaspora (Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 
2011); James Elkins, Zhivka Valiavicharska, and Alice Kim (eds), Art and Glo-
balization, The Stone Art Theory Institutes, v. 1 (University Park, PA: Pennsyl-
vania State University Press, 2010); Hans Belting, Andrea Buddensieg and 
Emanoel Araújo (eds), The Global Art World: Audiences, Markets, and Museums 
(Ostfildern, Germany: Hatje Cantz, 2009); Kitty Zijlmans and Wilfried Van 
Damme (eds), World Art Studies: Exploring Concepts and Approaches (Amster-
dam: Valiz, 2008); James Elkins (ed.), Is Art History Global?, Art Seminar 3 
(New York and London: Routledge, 2007); James Elkins and Michael Newman 
(eds), The State of Art Criticism (New York: Routledge, 2007); John Onians 
(ed.), Compression vs. Expression: Containing and Explaining the World’s Art 
(Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2006); Michael 
F. Zimmermann (ed.), The Art Historian: National Traditions and Institutional 
Practices (Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2003); 
and David Summers, Real Spaces: World Art History and the Rise of Western 
Modernism (London; New York: Phaidon Press, 2003).

 43 Marsha Meskimmon and Dorothy C. Rowe (eds), Women, the Arts and Glo-
balization: Eccentric Experience (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2013). See also the catalogue accompanying the eponymously titled exhibi-
tion: Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin (eds), Global Feminisms: New Direc-
tions in Contemporary Art (London; New York: Merrell, 2007). Art historian 
Aruna D’Souza argues that feminist art histories were often always already 
concerned with the global and cites Griselda Pollock as an early ‘important 
voice’ in this regard. See Aruna D’Souza, ‘Introduction’, in Art History in the 
Wake of the Global Turn, ed. Jill H. Casid and Aruna D’Souza, Clark Studies 
in the Visual Arts (Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Insti-
tute, 2014), xxii (note 8); Griselda Pollock (ed.), Generations and Geogra-
phies in the Visual Arts: Feminist Readings (London; New York: Routledge,  
1996).

 44 Meskimmon and Rowe, Women, the Arts and Globalization, 1.
 45 D’Souza, ‘Introduction’, x.
 46 For more information, see Kieran Connell and Matthew Hilton, ‘The Working 

Practices of Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies’, Social 
History 40, no. 3 (3 July 2015): 287–311, doi:10.1080/03071022.2015.1043191.

 47 Irit Rogoff, ‘What Is a Theorist?’, in The State of Art Criticism, ed. James Elkins 
and Michael Newman (New York: Routledge, 2007), 98.

 48 Marsha Meskimmon, Contemporary Art and the Cosmopolitan Imagination 
(London; New York: Routledge, 2011); Jill Bennett, Practical Aesthetics: Events, 
Affects and Art after 9/11 (London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 2012), in preface.

 49 Emphasis in original. Stuart Hall, ‘Maps of Emergency: Fault Lines and Tec-
tonic Plates’, in Fault Lines: Contemporary African Art and Shifting Landscapes, 
ed. Gilane Tawadros and Sarah Campbell (London: Institute of International 
Visual Arts, Forum for African Arts, Prince Claus Fund Library, 2003), 34.

 50 Okwui Enwezor et al. (eds), Créolité and Creolization: Documenta11_Platform3 
(Ostfildern-Ruit, Germany: Hatje Cantz, 2003).
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 51 The proceedings for the Clark conference can be found in Zimmermann, The 
Art Historian.

 52 Participants of Platform 3 included Petrine Archer-Straw, Jean Bernabé, Robert 
Chaudenson, Juan Flores, Stuart Hall, Isaac Julien, Dame Pearlette Louisy, 
Jean-Claude Carpanin Marimoutou, Gerardo Mosquera, Annie Paul, Virginia 
Pérez-Ratton, Ginette Ramassamy, Françoise Vergès and Derek Walcott. 
Among those invited to ‘The Art Historian: National Traditions and Institu-
tional Practices’ were Mieke Bal, Stephen Bann, Horst Bredekamp, H. Perry 
Chapman, Georges Didi-Huberman, Eric Fernie, Françoise Forster-Hahn, 
Carlo Ginzburg, Charles W. Haxthausen, Karen Michels, Willibald Sauer-
länder, Alain Schnapp and Michael F. Zimmermann.

 53 Okwui Enwezor et al. (eds), ‘Introduction’, in Créolité and Creolization: Docu-
menta11_Platform3 (Ostfildern-Ruit, Germany: Hatje Cantz, 2003), 16. In the 
book edited by Michael F. Zimmermann that was published a year after the 
conference, he does cite Enwezor’s Documenta 11. See Zimmermann, ‘Intro-
duction’, xxii (note 9).

 54 Stuart Hall, ‘Créolité and the Process of Creolization’, in Creolizing Europe: 
Legacies and Transformations, ed. Encarnación Gutiérrez Rodríguez and 
Shirley Anne Tate (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2015), 14.

 55 Dominique Chancé, ‘Creolization: Definition and Critique’, in The Creolization 
of Theory, ed. Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih, trans. Julin Everett 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 262.

 56 Hall, ‘Créolité and the Process of Creolization’, 14.
 57 Emphasis in original. Ibid.
 58 Ibid., 15.
 59 For a useful gloss on the development and use of the word ‘Creole’, see Encar-

nación Gutiérrez Rodríguez and Shirley Anne Tate, ‘Introduction: Creolizing 
Europe: Legacies and Transformations’, in Creolizing Europe: Legacies and 
Transformations, ed. Encarnación Gutiérrez Rodríguez and Shirley Anne Tate 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2015), 3–4.

 60 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation  
(London: Routledge, 1992), 4. As cited in Hall, ‘Créolité and the Process of 
Creolization’, 31.

 61 Hall, ‘Créolité and the Process of Creolization’, 16.
 62 Ibid., 15.
 63 Ibid., 31.
 64 Édouard Glissant, Traité du Tout-Monde (Paris: Gallimard, 1997).
 65 Rogoff, ‘What Is a Theorist?’, 108–9. Two years later in 2009, she integrates her 

writing on creolization in this essay into her larger analysis of the work of 
Kutlug Ataman. See Irit Rogoff, ‘De-Regulation: With the Work of Kutlug 
Ataman’, Third Text 23, no. 2 (2009): 179.

 66 Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphaël Confiant, ‘In Praise of Creole-
ness’, ed. and trans. Mohamed B. Taleb Khyar, Callaloo 13, no. 4 (1990): 886, 
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