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"Ah, but a man's reach should exceed his grasp,
Or what's a heaven for?"
                                       Robert Browning, "Andrea del Sarto"
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Artist Statement

Reach brings together select abstract works I made over a 15 year period, a time in which I became an 
exhibiting painter, even as I continue my professional life as a teacher and scholar of literary studies.  
Reaching out into the visual has required that I develop a new vocabulary, which has been both 
liberating and daunting.  Pieces in this show celebrate that reach.  The works range from very large—
106.5x59.5”—to the extremely small—2x2”, inviting a conversation of scale and method.

Art, like other forms of cultural production, is often approached in nationalist terms, which may not 
offer the most productive vocabulary for relating to the artwork itself.  So, although it matters a great 
deal to me that I use the resources—material and visual—that my experiences, both Indian and not, 
have offered me, there is nothing particularly Indian about my work, but also nothing in it that is not 
Indian.

When I first began painting, I did so on paper, especially handmade paper.  I was drawn to the living 
quality of the paper and worked to retain and even enhance its natural features.  I approach canvas in 
the same way.  I don’t stretch the canvas before I paint on it.  Indeed, I often paint on raw, untreated 
canvas.  The materiality of the paper and the canvas are an important part of my compositions.  Many 
of my works are collaged using handmade paper from India, Myanmar, Cambodia and other places.  
I also experiment with brushes not typically associated with painting, such as loose brushes made of 
grasses and coconut fiber, usually used for whitewashing houses. These allow me to make sweeping 
strokes impossible with a traditional brush.

Recently, I have been drawn to the relationships suggested in triptychs and quadtychs, where individual 
parts create a new whole.  These arrangements, whole and separable at once, offer both containment 
and commentary, so that the painting expresses a more complex set of relationships than may be 
obvious at first.

My works begin with an intuitive impulse to examine and explore color, surface, scale, and texture to 
create an image.  I may be drawn to the thickness of the paper, the weave of canvas, or the glow of a 
particular color.  My curiosity about what I can do with these and other materials is the starting point for 
my exploration.  The subject of my paintings emerges as the image develops.  Ink, indigo, mediums, 
and gels are some of the substances I have recently been using.  Step by step, color and texture and 
form interact to create a final piece. 

Padmini Mongia, September 2016
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Reach?
Well, okay.  But which way, what and where?  Reach, as in arrive, an arm-stretch, or perhaps the 

geometric properties of a set or a section between locks on a canal?
Effectively, all these “reaches” convey aspects of the work Padmini Mongia has completed.  The 

reach framing a decade of Mongia’s work maps her creative release and its audacious exploration.  This 
stretching enabled the patience, the reaching inward, and the vetting of options that aqueous coloring 
techniques demand.  With action painter like gestures and a high regard for the limitations imposed 
by specific mediums and materials, Mongia has extended her reach into an abbreviated abstract style. 

Reach what, and where?
Reach is a selection of paintings Mongia has made by visiting and revisiting places not accessible 

by her engagement as a writer, scholar, and educator.  Through the refinement of skill sets and 
perspectives, Mongia has moved beyond the arc established by her literary practice and profession 
to reach a plateau where the literal and visual do not collide, but converge.  Something more than 
technique is operating here and luminously reveals the paths she has opted for in her reach/search. 
In Mongia’s recent paintings, organic textures and patterns, as well as dynamic balance and harmony 
are mostly made with a colorful palette of acrylic paint or black ink, ranging from the opaque to the 
transparent.  The way these mediums are applied and where they stay and stop invite a discussion of 
“reaching” as an act of starting and stopping, of selecting areas or forms to save, alter, or delete.

Mongia pours, brushes, pulls, pushes, sponges, scrapes and stencils color.  In her paintings, 
ground and foreground converge, forming images that appear to have no front or back or that have 
both existing in the same plane so we see form near and far, at the same time.  These paintings may 
be viewed as markers, or points along a journey, building blocks of spirit, mind, land, air, sea or other 
“scapes,” which range from the linear to the massive, the shaped to the ethereal. 

Reach, which one?
Are scale, size, and repetition algorithms of Mongia’s decade-long reach?  Paintings she 

completed about ten years ago on paper from Southeast Asia and on prepared (previously dyed) 
raw canvas were denser, more crowded, and like her recent paintings, explored striated forms.  By 
subjecting size and scale to mostly wet mediums through the primary support of unprimed canvas or 
hand-made papers, Mongia reaches to, through, and past geographic and cultural boundaries. 

Mongia’s art, especially but not only her large-format paintings, may be viewed in the context 
of first and second generation American abstract painting.  Mongia’s vision, however, invites further 
attention considering this artist was born and raised in a cultural cradle where miniature narrative 
and formal painting is one of several highly regarded visual art traditions.  Her comments about this 
exhibition underscore the development of her style and how contemporary painting need not be 
viewed as tags or anchors for social, national, political, religious and other agendas.

Reach, beyond the rectangle.
Paintings on prepared cotton and linen covered wood blocks by this artist are formal and 

consistently display evidence of action, of building.  Unlike most paintings in this exhibition the blocks 
are a support or surface with no pre-assigned top, bottom, right or left side.  They challenge the artist 
to search for and invent a harmonious composition that has integrity when seen from any angle. 

These paintings are not pictures of anything. Mongia’s Reach gathers critical issues in a manner 
not so easily defined by an emphasis on location or “identity,” as it does in many other current visual 
art practices. In her art, the concern for issues appears as a distillation of material and studio processes 
that emerge as aesthetic assumptions.  Some titles of Mongia’s recent paintings uncover the conscious 
sensibility that has generated content in her art. 

Finally, the what and where of Mongia’s Reach is best expressed in her own comments about 
this exhibition and by viewers’ responses to it.  These paintings reveal the architecture of an elastic 
creative practice that also charts the flow of a life. 

Bill Hutson, July 2016 
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I cannot separate a person from the landscape they come from, and yet so many of us left 
one land for another, in search of more challenges and stimulation, if only to dream and long for that 
place we left behind. 

Padmini Mongia’s paintings reach out for the universal, the call for freedom that Abstract 
Expressionist painting offers.  The intensity of her colors, the lack of fear in negating gravity, the 
occupation with surface and the material she paints on, are all pushing the boundaries in that vocabulary. 
Yet when I look at her work I see the magic of India: textiles, colors, and intensity.

A yellow and black vertical brushstroke on a white background, as in Jaune (2008), fills the frame 
to the brim.  The luminosity of yellow fading into white creates the atmosphere and the transition from 
calligraphy to that of painting. 

Looking at her bold blues floating in a sea of black and gray horizontals, as in Moody Blues 
(2008), using indigo as the accent of the work, I wonder if it is an inspiration from the infinite energy of 
a sea at midnight or is it of a chant or a raga.  

Ilan Averbuch, 2016

9



Reach

10



I. Constructions

Building Matters #1, one of the large works in this show, is the first of many pieces I’ve made that 
engages with the construction of living spaces.  New Delhi, where I am from, has been for some years 
one large construction site, where older buildings are being pulled down and new ones built, almost 
overnight.  It is impossible to spend any time in Delhi without being confronted with building matters.  
While my large Building Matters piece evokes a skeletal building during its construction, the small 
pieces here, either 2 x 2” or 2 x 4”, meditate on building matters in other ways, including the use of 
construction materials for their effects.
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Pages 12-17: Building Matters #10-15, Acrylic on canvas, 2 x 2” and 2 x 4”, 2015-16
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II. Large Works

The three large works Moody Blues (2008), Building Matters #1 (2008), and A Winter’s Night (2008)
were made for my show Out of Blue in New Delhi (2009).  That show was focused on the color blue 
and marked my first experimentations with ink in my compositions.  Moody Blues was made using dry 
indigo, a material made to whiten fabric in a process called bluing.  Some ‘Scape (2012) and Jaune 
(2008) are both painted on unprimed canvas; however, in the former I used only sumi ink.
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A Winter’s Night, Acrylic, ink, indigo on canvas, 46 x 51”, 2008
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Moody Blues, Acrylic, indigo, ink on canvas, 51 x 59”, 2008
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Facing page: Building Matters #1, Acrylic and ink on canvas, 43 x 79", 2008
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Some 'Scape, Sumi ink on canvas, 106.5 x 59.5”, 2012

25



26



III. Pieces

Over the years, Bill Hutson painted canvas-covered blocks of wood left over after building stretchers.  
When I first started painting, he gave me some of these blocks, and I so enjoyed working on them that 
I painted about 75.  Their portability suited me; most were painted in India and are loosely inspired by 
the designs on buses, trucks and scooters that ply in the country.  Some of these blocks are covered in 
linen or burlap, but most often canvas, and sometimes collaged.
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Previous pages: Untitled, Series of 75, Acrylic on canvas, linen, burlap, 0.5 x 2.5 x 2.75”
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IV. Sources

Although they are not part of this show, I have included the following works, to both broaden 
the extent of Reach and offer a glimpse at some of my earlier works.  Many of these works are 
made on handmade paper.  Flame of the Forest (2003) and Tibetan Women #1 (2005) are made on 
paper from the town Sanganer in Rajasthan, India.  The following two pieces are made with 
handmade paper that was colored and textured by the manufacturer.  Renewal #1 (2006), for 
instance, has grass reeds woven into the paper.  Inner Town, Multan (2006) evokes the eponymous 
Pakistani city of Sufi saints, where my mother’s family is from, and where the domes and doorways 
of Sufi shrines are emblazoned by a myriad of blue ceramic tile work. The teal in this painting also 
echoes the color used to paint windows and doors in many North Indian cities.  The chalkiness of 
the color comes from adding lime to the paint, which keeps away bugs and insects.  Honest 
Indian (2008) and I Said So (2009) speak for themselves.  Building Matters #4 (2015) was made 
before the works from that series included in this show.  A triptych, like the one named Trip Tic 
(2007), invites viewers to simultaneously consider extension and containment.
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Flame of the Forest, Acrylic on handmade paper, 8.25 x 11.5” 2003
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Tibetan Woman #1, Acrylic on handmade paper, 15 x 22”, 2005
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Memory of Dharamsala #1, Acrylic on handmade paper, 22.5 x 30.5”, 2005
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Renewal #1, Acrylic on handmade paper, 29.5 x 19.5”, 2006
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Inner Town, Multan, Acrylic on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5”, 2006
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Trip-Tic, Acrylic on canvas, 20 x 48”, 2007
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Honest Indian, Acrylic and ink on canvas, 34 x 41”, 2008
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I Said So, Acrylic and ink on canvas, 34 x 48”, 2009
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Building Matters #4, Ink and India ink on canvas, 8 x 24”, 2015
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