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Animal planet 
 
Jagannath Panda’s new works explore issues of migration, habitation and coexistence, 
says Janice Pariat. 
  

Fans of Jagannath Panda’s older work will not be 
disappointed with his new show, The Action of 
Nowhere. The seven paintings and six sculptures 
are still full of animal motifs and they continue to 
explore the clash (and coexistence) of the natural 
with a built urban environment. Over the course of a 
conversation at his studio in Gurgaon, the artist 
explained how he came by his preoccupations. Part 
of it stems from his being in the UK in 2000-’02 
during the foot-and-mouth disease scare, and 
watching the storm that accompanied that outbreak. 
But before that, he had been tracking the 
tremendous changes Delhi has undergone since he 
moved here from Orissa in 1995. “It’s become a city 

for everyone,” he said. From his artworks, “everyone” would seem to include hyenas, parrots, deer and 
falcons. 
  
He clearly feels an affinity for the creatures he depicts. The life-size one-horned rhinoceros sculpture cast 
in fibreglass, for example, was inspired by visits to Kaziranga. Even though he started out with drawings of 
animals, he grew to feel that only sculpture truly did justice to them. According to him, “this is how you can 
really feel them”. Since the rhino towers over most people, this is definitely true.  
  
Lifelike as it may seem, the rhino’s “skin” is made of biscuit-coloured silky material embossed with a floral 
pattern. Panda has employed this technique in the past and it highlights his fascination with making 
unnatural things look natural. “Homegrown” demonstrates this more clearly – a tall bare plant standing in a 
plastic container is wrapped in earth-coloured material embossed with leaves and flowers. Panda 
explained it thus: “I like using textile not only because of the designs and motifs but also because I can 
play around with it… Tear it apart even if I want to make it look real. I’m also throwing up the idea of 
ecology as a ‘fashion’ rather than something people strongly believe in.” He uses textile in almost all the 
sculptural pieces in this show, most strikingly with “In the Dark”. A large bat hangs upside down in a dimly 
lit corner. The open wings are made with transparent black material, intricately worked with velvet. The 
effect is stunning.  
  
Panda uses juxtaposition to good effect, both to 
make a thematic point about the commingling of 
natural and urban spaces, and to further his stylistic 
ends. An untitled tin trunk with a painting of a bee on 
the lid opens to reveal a fibreglass honeycomb. On 
the wall above hangs a delicate mixed media work 
where Panda has explored the idea of an “ideal 
space”, whether in nature or in the city – a barely-
there honeycomb sketch transforms into a map on 
which he’s pasted cut-outs of real estate 
advertisements from newspapers.  
  
“The Splash of the Uncanny” shows a half-
constructed room with scaffolding, which contains a 
bare potted plant and a company of parrots in beautiful jewel shades that are highlighted by the pale blue 
walls of the room. Cans of paint spill everywhere, while a colour bar sheet hangs on a bamboo pole that is 
itself stained with paint. “The Migrant (anywhere, anytime)” shows a stag standing in the middle of the road 
with a car whizzing past behind it. While this may not seem hugely original, what makes it interesting is 
that a small nest with a bird is perched between the stag’s antlers. “An Avatar” delves into the theme of 
migration in a darker manner. Standing on a terrace next to a high-rise building is a hyena, an animal 
known to feed on carrion. Scavenging and urban decay pick at the edges of the migrant dream.  
  
Clearly, nature and urban living can’t always coexist. His most recent paintings explore this. The title 
painting of this exhibition shows an explosion of what looks like forest debris – twigs, wilted flowers and 
leaves – with a black buck entering and another exiting the explosion. He captures the moment of 
explosion, an effect he re-uses in “Fatal Sublime” and “The Lost Site”, both of which capture cars crashed 
into trees. Wood splinters all over the canvas and through twisted metal. Though gentler in tone, “Failure 
of the Earth”, which shows a wrecked jeep covered with fruit, echoes the same concerns.  
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