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1. 
 
Good morning! First, I’d like to extend a generous vote of thanks to Alice Kettle and Alnoor Mitha for taking on the 
responsibility to host the second annual forum of the South Asian Arts Group. I’d also like thank the Manchester 
Institute for Research and Innovation in Art and Design and Manchester Metropolitan University for providing such 
conducive surroundings, as well as significant resources, for this event. I do hope that you will all find it to be an 
inspirational and productive meeting, through which new ideas, understandings and possibilities will emerge. As we 
reflect on these and combine our efforts to act on their emergence further opportunities to re-connect in the light of 
this event will become apparent. This combination of communication, reflection and action is what the South Asian 
Arts Group (or SAAG) is all about.  
 
2. 
 
Let me now address some key points concerning the development of SAAG, in anticipation that these may help to 
clarify the trajectory of today’s meeting and to signpost current areas of thinking about the group. These may resonate 
with your own existing work, relate to initiatives that you have yet to realise, or germinate as new prospects during the 
day. Indeed they might also pertain to future works that accrue significance sometime after our event, perhaps 
following conversations with friends, colleagues or counterparts who are elsewhere.  
 
The point being that SAAG is a highly mobile and, in our current experience, efficacious entity, which has the capacity 
to make things happen. Its mobility, or the fact that every year it aims to reconfigure itself to stimulate interactions in a 
new environment, means that it is very adaptable and responsive to input from disparate people, institutions or 
regions that hitherto may not have been afforded opportunities to connect closely, either in terms of the group’s own 
dynamic or that of the field of South Asian arts more generally. SAAG has no institutional remits to consider, no fixed 
agenda, no fixed abode.  
 
Its nomadic existence means that its organisational and creative agency operates across professional and public fields 
of South Asian arts - incorporating contemporary art, arts curation, art history and art criticism - that in part also define 
our various workplace-oriented experiences and aspirations. I like to think that over time SAAG will generate enough 
capacity to sustain a whole series of initiatives that, in their combination, will bring new levels of awareness and 
understanding to the complexity and diversity of South Asian art issues in the UK. As we move into our third year we 
must continue to reflect on how we each can bring an ethos of collaboration and a commitment to the inter-cultural, 
the inter-local and the international into our working and creative lives. 
 
3. 
 
Participants in SAAG’s events contribute to the growth of South Asian arts-related activities in various contexts, 
including the conceptualisation and implementation of new projects, the production and dissemination of new ideas 
and ways of thinking or making, the formation and inclusion of artistic and cultural groups and communities of 
interpretation and appreciation, and so on. What SAAG aims to do, therefore, is to generate opportunities for ongoing 
interactions and exchanges, at inter-personal and inter-institutional levels, as a means of helping us to re-conceptualise 
our workplace or professional modalities and priorities. 
 
One shared but critical role is for us to acknowledge and, through acknowledgement, to reassess the valuable 
contributions that our colleagues bring, in terms of their ability to define and re-define the meaning, the scope, and the 
relevance of South Asian art and South Asia-related art activities in the UK.  
 
SAAG searches for novel contexts through which our diverse personal and professional experiences might become 
more clearly relatable to our creative lives, potentially transforming how we imagine our workplace, our horizons, and 
our own mobility. This interplay between the tangible and intangible, as well as the personal and public, aspects of our 
work could be seen as being key to the future success of SAAG, as it will inevitably produce opportunities for 
contributors to think afresh about their own locations within various fields of knowledge and/or various artworlds.  
 
4. 



 
The impetus to realise SAAG came from the shared observation held by myself and Sarah Turner, as co-founders, that 
in order for it to develop meaningfully the ever-changing field of South Asian arts in Britain would need to become less 
reliant on London-based institutions and more inclusive of the innovative and synergetic dynamics that define the work 
that we all do in other locations, whether we happen to be London-based, South-based, urban-based, or whatever. At 
its inception then, SAAG envisaged that its members would be able to ascertain a new kind of significance for the inter-
personal, inter-institutional, inter-regional mobility that underpins a lot of what we do and much of how we think, even 
if this does not find regular expression in our workplaces.  
 
Our workplaces inevitably like to define us according to their own interests, world views and values. That we might 
subscribe in the most part to these means that we can have rewarding professional lives. But there are always aspects 
of us that live beyond the frame, so to speak, of our current workplace identities. These extra or supplementary life-
worlds might be broached through for example our recollection of arts-related experiences accrued elsewhere in time 
and space, or indeed through our constant being ‘there’ as well as being ‘here’, that is to say the continuous dispersal 
and unfolding of ourselves as ‘multi-beings’. In part, the ambiguous and subtle relations of ourselves to our co-present 
multi-being could be taken as characteristic of both the postmodern human condition and, I think it is safe to say given 
the present company, our intercultural human condition.        
 
Fortunately, some of our host institutions are very sensitive to need to recognise these experiences of intimate 
distances, mobilities, memories, and so on. It is not as if we are at odds with ourselves as we contribute to the 
workaday lives of our own organisations, but part of the human condition is radical: it aspires to change - personal, 
social, intellectual, institutional and political - and we all need opportunities to bring this aspiration to the surface, and 
do so in such a way that the transformational attitude stimulates the conversation rather than being placed cautiously 
on the back burner. 
 
As we engage today’s dialogues we will hopefully be able to identify what really matters to people here, whether we 
are speaking as artists, researchers or curators. It is great credit to MMU as well as to previous hosts, that they can see 
in the ethos of SAAG enough institutional validity to support our events and to give us the opportunity to find our 
collective ways forward. The responsibility now passes over to us.  
 
5.  
 
Following the inaugural SAAG meeting in Norwich fifteen months ago, there have been numerous developments that 
you may find interesting. As co-founders, and co-organisers of the inaugural event, Sarah Turner and I were very 
pleased to share the responsibility of planning for this season’s event with Alnoor Mitha and Jeremy Theophilus, who 
both contributed to the proceedings in Norwich and, given their various Manchester connections, came to share a 
vision for manifesting SAAG here. It is a real credit to MIRIAD that we have such an exciting array of presentations 
ahead of us and, between these, opportunities to consider theme-specific issues concerning Manchester’s artistic and 
cultural relations with South Asia as well as some SAAG-specific questions.  
 
These include how and where to proceed in the future, with whom, and according to which ideas and whose priorities? 
You may be keen to share some responses to these questions as the day unfolds. You can either contact Alnoor or 
myself, or inform SAAG directly, or perhaps more preferably first share the idea with those around you and bring a 
composite idea into play. In any scenario Alnoor, Jeremy, Sarah and I would be highly appreciative if you could act on 
your responsiveness.   
 
One important facet of the premise to hold an annual open event is the need to fashion opportunities for SAAG’s 
membership to re-make itself, qualitatively and quantitatively, as new ideas and new people get involved, and also to 
define the group’s collective journey across new and different terrains in the future. As our annual forums gradually 
accrue their own depth, via their own layering up of ideas, contacts, shared visions, and so on, so they will become part 
of our own collectivised selves, which we must be willing to nurture and even to redefine in future contexts. 
 
Here I’d like to mention that, during the time between its first two annual forums, SAAG has been affiliated, via its core 
membership, to a number of exciting events and projects. The most noteworthy of these was the symposium hosted 
by the Centre for Research and Education in Arts and Media, aka CREAM (of the University of Westminster), that was 
organised by Aurogeeta Das on the topic of South Asian floor and wall painting, under the title ‘From Floor to Ceiling’.  
 
This was implemented in association with SAAG, rather than as a straight up SAAG event or as an affiliation with the 
University of East Anglia, which is where I am based, for three reasons. First, it aimed to identify a new direction in 
South Asian art history, which primarily resonates with the SAAG community and of course with SAAG’s vision. 
Secondly, because a significant number of the speakers were involved in the panel on vernacular arts at the first SAAG 
event, the follow up demanded this kind of framing. Thirdly, because the symposium was realised in a shared space of 
co-productivity, which linked Norwich, Westminster, and SAAG, the event merited inclusion in this way. As it happened, 



we also fashioned close links with the South Asia Literature Festival to stage our events together at Westminster, 
thereby giving both sets of participants opportunities to engage both events at once.  
 
I hope in the future that other spaces of co-productivity will emerge, perhaps via other members of SAAG or via SAAG’s 
institutional and organisational affiliations, and that these spaces and affiliations will inform new kinds of SAAG or 
SAAG-related activity. Members of the SAAG organising team are already discussing the prospect of a joint event with 
the South Asia Literature Festival in 2015 on the topic of ‘Manu-Script’, highlighting the productive relationship of the 
visual and the textual in South Asian artistic and literary heritages. This may involve both a touring and virtual 
exhibition. We will be warmly welcoming creative/academic contributions once core details have been worked out.   
   
 
6. 
 
SAAG then is committed to realising and to promoting additional initiatives that gain inspiration from either the annual 
or the intermittent/affiliate events. Another case in point would be the workshop on ‘An Axis of Exchange’ that two 
members of SAAG will be co-hosting at the forthcoming conference on ‘The Future of South Asian Collections’ that 
Diana Grattan and Emily Crane are coordinating at the Sainsbury Institute for Art. I mention these instances of 
collaboration to emphasise the potential role that SAAG can play in helping to realise ideas or initiatives that come 
about either at SAAG events or in a direct relationship to them.  
 
Other interesting things have been happening on more inter-personal levels also. Debojyoti Das, a post-doctoral 
scholar at Birkbeck, University of London, approached SAAG with the idea of setting up an on-line photographic 
exhibition of his work on the coastal cultural heritage of the Bay of Bengal. I would like to take this opportunity to 
thank him for considering SAAG and to formally launch his exhibition. In this regard please peruse the new exhibition 
pages of our website: www.uksaag.wordpress.com.  
 
In conjunction with Sanyukta Shreshta, a committed SAAG member and our web designer, we are planning to develop 
more on-line exhibitions and to continually refresh our web presence. If you would like to bring any ideas for future on-
line exhibitions to the SAAG site please let Alnoor or myself know. 
 
On a personal note I am working with Lucia King, one of our esteemed speakers today, on an initiative to make artists-
in-residence a more permanent or at least regular feature at the University of East Anglia, and this could not have been 
thought of were it not for our joint commitment to the South Asian Arts Group.  
 
Here then you have a flavour of SAAG. Enjoy it, and enjoy the day! Warmest thanks.    

 


