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Established in 2000, Sundaram Tagore Gallery is devoted to examining the 

exchange of ideas between Western and non-Western cultures. We focus on 

developing exhibitions and hosting not-for-profit events that encourage spiritual, 

social and aesthetic dialogues. In a world where communication is instant and 

cultures are colliding and melding as never before, our goal is to provide venues 

for art that transcend boundaries of all sorts. With alliances across the globe, our 

interest in cross-cultural exchange extends beyond the visual arts into many other 

disciplines, including poetry, literature, performance art, film and music.
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For his first solo exhibition at Sundaram Tagore Singapore, Indian-born, Bogotá-based 

artist Antonio Puri presents large-scale abstract paintings inspired by his birthplace 

Chandigarh, the modernist Indian city designed by Swiss-French architect Le Corbusier. 

At once sensuous and spiritual, these mixed-media pieces reflect his cross-cultural 

experiences. The works on view were part of a major exhibition at the Government 

Museum and Art Gallery, Chandigarh, India last year. The opening will be held during 

Gillman Barracks Fifth Anniversary Art After Dark event September 22.

Centered on themes of non-duality, Puri’s work draws upon his Eastern roots and his 

time spent living in the West. “The whole series is very much a personal journey and 

a fusion between two worlds: I don’t just mean East and West but also between the 

worlds of time and timelessness, attachment and detachment,” Puri says. “I’m not so 

interested in identity. I’m more interested in non-identity.”
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Puri’s rich tapestries are composed of countless layers of natural pigments, ink, oil, 

beads and sand. Embedded in the works are dreamlike constellations of symbols, grids 

and maps. Whether he’s incorporating fingerprints, earth from Chandigarh or henna 

motifs he remembers from his childhood in the Himalayas, he creates works that are 

deeply autobiographical in nature.

The predominantly gray palette of the works in the show is a nod to Le Corbusier’s 

monolithic concrete structures in Chandigarh offset by fuchsia bougainvilleas, which had 

a powerful influence on the artist growing up. Beneath the layers of gray pigment is a riot 

of color, which the artist likens to a volcanic eruption just waiting to happen.

 

Central to his process are gestural lines created with loose pieces of string laid down 

in wet paint and dragged away during the drying process. “I use strings as a metaphor 

for attachment then I remove the strings as part of my personal detachment to this 

world—whether you lose your parents as was my case or you lose your location, it’s not 

about losing when the detachment becomes more powerful than the attachment. We 

are seeking so many things but when you stop seeking things, that’s how you actually 

find what was already there.”

 Puri’s most recent pieces were created to the evocative sounds of a flamenco musician 

singing in his studio. The works draw on the sensuality of this music as well as the 

writings of his late grandfather, Lekh Raj Puri, a philosopher who explored the idea of 

sound and light as the source of our existence.

 

For all his references to his own life, Puri’s paintings are not just about mining his personal 

history. Rather they aim to break down labels, notions of identity and nationality. What 

results are paintings with universal resonance that call to mind mysterious aerial maps, 

distant galaxies and a cosmic otherworldly terrain.
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What inspired you to revisit Chandigarh, your hometown, and 
Le Corbusier’s architecture in this show?

The architecture of Le Corbusier has had a huge influence on how I want to 
break down my identity in these works. I used the impressions on my mind 
(sanskars) of the architecture and the grays, and several metaphors that go 
along with this. A simple one is, “I’m not black, I’m not white, I must be gray.” 
This idea pushes the issue of identity, whether your birthplace, nationality, 
color or vocation make any difference. The whole series is a personal journey 
and a fusion between two worlds: I don’t just mean East and West but also 
between the worlds of time and timelessness, attachment and detachment. 
I’m not interested in identity. I’m more interested in non-identity. Sometimes 
when you search for non-identity, you find yourself. 

What were your earliest memories of Le Corbusier’s architecture? 
 
More than just the architecture, I remember the contrast of color because 
the gray concrete offset by the fuchsia bougainvilleas is such a powerful 
combination. It has played a huge part in my life as it made me realize you 
can’t appreciate gray or colors unless you have that contrast between the 
two. Sometimes I feel this contrast is not only visible in his architecture and 
the flowers that adorn the city, but also in our lives. How can you appreciate 
the good in your life without actually suffering through the bad? 

Q+A Your palette is predominantly gray and draws on the architect’s 
concrete structures. Can you talk about your approach to using color 
in these works?

There is a lot of color embedded underneath the grays in my works. Underneath 
it’s that volcanic eruption just waiting to happen. The energy is there. This 
color is bursting, but I take the essence of that color and reveal it through 
a few strings that I pull out which leave behind traces. There’s so much we 
contain within ourselves, so much color, emotion, experiences, but when you 
see the surface you just see this calm gray person, but what’s underneath is 
so much more important. 

Can you elaborate on your use of strings and its connection to 
principles of Buddhist philosophy?

My first seventeen years were spent in the Himalayas, so being linked with 
Buddhist monks was a part of my life. I learned a lot from a few who I 
knew personally. One of the ideas was about attachment and detachment. 
I use strings as a metaphor for attachment, then I remove them as part of 
my personal detachment from this world. Whether you lose your parents, 
as was my case, or you lose your location, it’s not about losing when 
the detachment becomes more powerful than the attachment. We are 
seeking so many things, but when you stop seeking things (the process 
of detachment), that’s how you actually find what was already there. I think 
that’s how I see my work. But I don’t want to limit it to something religious. 
I’m equally in adoration for the non-religious.
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What fascinated you most about Le Corbusier’s architecture and 
vision?

 
He was absolutely genius to be able to open space with heavy forms. He also 
didn’t decorate his edges or façades. What’s there is what’s there. It’s the 
truth. His buildings are more truthful than a lot of architects who seem too 
concerned about the façade and the personality of the architecture and less 
about what’s honest and what’s the muscle of the building. I want to keep my 
work as honest as possible. I show my edges. I don’t try to make them slick 
for a particular audience. I want to show my process. 

You often revert to the idea of home and your distance from it. Can 
you talk about why you incorporate materials such as earth from 
Chandigarh in your work? 

I’ve mixed earth pigment with gray pigment and I use it more as a metaphor 
to question, “how important is the earth that you were born in?” It’s not only 
about Chandigarh. It’s actually also the soil from my birthplace and my initial 
existence on this planet. I felt more like an orphan, so I wanted to reference 
that maybe the earth has contained me rather than a person. Especially in 
Punjab, they use this concept of the earth as your mother. 

Can you talk about your recent works, which explore sound?

I have a flamenco artist that comes to sing while I work. I’m incorporating 
elements of flamenco but also pushing ideas about identity. I’ve studied a 
philosopher, my grandfather Lekh Raj Puri, who talks about sound and light 

as the source of your existence and being. I’m exploring this idea and using 
flamenco as a vehicle to bring it outside of my body into something more 
concrete and sensual.

You grew up in India but have lived in multiple countries since, 
including Colombia, where you are now based. How has this 
influenced your work?  

I’ve moved around a lot and travelled to almost sixty countries. It’s a search 
for myself in a world that is not part me. I acknowledge that I’m homeless and 
because of this, I am closer to my home. Our true home might not be in a 
place or with certain people or through a certain nationality. It’s about posing 
that uncomfortable question of who you are. I’m very comfortable with that 
uncomfortable question. I’m using my art to find out who I am. It’s the process 
of self-discovery. Each time I add a layer to my work I’m actually peeling away 
layers within me. I feel that my work is breaking labels and breaking down 
identity and any notion of nationality. I don’t want my work to be Indian or 
American. I don’t want it to be anything other than me. 

Interview by Payal Uttam, an editor and writer who covers art and culture for 
CNN, The Wall Street Journal, The Art Newspaper and Artforum, among other 
international publications.
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Mystical Madness, 2016, mixed media on canvas mounted on board, 60 x 54 inches/152.4 x 137.2 cm
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Corner Piece, 2014, mixed media on canvas, 16 x 12 x 60 inches/40.6 x 30.5 x 152.4 cm
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Weight of My Soul, 2015-16, mixed media on canvas mounted on 75 individual boards, 75 x 270 inches/190.5 x 685.8 cm
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Untitled (2), 2015, mixed media on canvas, 54 x 54 inches/137.2 x 137.2 cm
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Antashkaran, 2014, mixed media on canvas, 16 x 24 inches/40.6 x 61 cm
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Dharma Revisited (8 Pieces), 2015-16, mixed media on jute, 70 x 160 inches/177.8 x 406.4 cm
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Birth Chart (10 Pieces), 2014, mixed media on canvas, 48 x 48 inches/122 x 122 cm
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Untitled (1), 2015, mixed media on canvas, 54 x 54 inches/137.2 x 137.2 cm
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Homage to Le Corbusier, 2013, mixed media on canvas, 64 x 144 inches/162.6 x 365.8 cm
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In Love With You, 2015, mixed media on canvas mounted on board, 60 x 54 inches/152.4 x 137.2 cm
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The Sound That Comes, 2017, acrylic and ink on canvas, 66 x 66 inches/167.6 x 167.6 cm
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The Sound That Leaves, 2017, acrylic and ink on canvas, 66 x 66 inches/167.6 x 167.6 cm
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The Sound That Listens, 2017, acrylic and ink on canvas, 66 x 66 inches/167.6 x 167.6 cm
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The Sound That Stays, 2017, acrylic and ink on canvas, 66 x 66 inches/167.6 x 167.6 cm



Antonio Puri was born in 1966 in Chandigarh, India, and raised in the Himalayas. Puri 

attended the Academy of Art University, San Francisco, and Coe College, Iowa, before 

pursuing a law degree from the University of Iowa. He has exhibited his work widely 

across the globe, including at the Noyes Museum of Art and the Bergen Museum of Art 

and Science, New Jersey; and the Hammond Museum and Queens Museum, New York. 

Museum collections include the National Art Gallery, Mauritius; the Noyes Museum, 

New Jersey; the Essl Museum, Austria; and Musée du Château de Montbéliard, France.
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