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Rithika Merchant (b. 1986) received her
Bachelor’s Degree in Fine Arts from
Parsons - The New School of Design, New
York (2008). Since graduating, she has
exhibited her work extensively, including a
number of solo exhibitions in India, Spain,
Germany, France and the United States.

Her most recent solo shows include,
Festival of the Phoenix Sun, Galerie L],
Paris, France (2022); Birth of a New World,
TARQ, Mumbai, India (2021); Mirror of the
Mind at Galerie L.J, Paris, France (2019);
Where the Water Takes us at TARQ,
Mumbai (2017) and Ancestral Home at
Galeria Bien Cuadrado, Barcelona (2017),
Intersections at Galeria Combustion
Espontanea, Madrid (2016); and Luna
labulatorum at Stephen Romano Gallery,
New York (2015).

Her recent group exhibitions include
Mentors curated by Sandra Weil at
CFHILL, Stockholm (2021), In Orbit at
Kristin Hjellegjerde Gallery, Berlin, (2021),
Osmosis at TARQ, Mumbai curated by
Shaleen Wadhwana (2019); Spring! A
Group Show of Contemporary Drawing at
Galerie L], Paris (2019) and Chloe Couture
at the National Art Museum of Ukraine,
Kieve, Ukraine (2019). Other group shows
include Homo Faber at The Michelangelo
Foundation, Venice (2018); Portal at
October Gallery, London (2018) and
Sensorium / The End Is Only The
Beginning Sunaparanta, Goa Centre for
the Arts, Goa (2018). This Burning Land
Belongs To You at the Swiss Cottage
Gallery, London (presented by TARQ for
Camden Kala, UK/ India Year of Culture
2017); Language of the Birds: Occult and
Art at SOWSE Gallery, New York (2016);
and Reliquaries: The Remembered Self at
TARQ, Mumbai (2015). Her work has also
been included in group shows at The New
Gallery, Calgary (2017); Summerhall,
Edinburgh (2015); and The Morbid
Anatomy Museum, New York (2015).

She has also collaborated with Chloé,

a French fashion house on multiple
collections for which she was awarded the
Vogue India Young Achiever of the Year
Award at its Women of the Year Awards
2018. She was also named one of Vogue
Magazine's VogueWorld 100 Creative
Voices. She is also the winner of the
Sovereign Asian Art Prize 2021 - Vogue
Hong Kong Women's Art Prize for her
painting “Saudade'' and Le Prix DDessin
Paris '21.

Her work has been written about in The
New York Times, The Huffington Post,
Vogue, Elle, Harpers Bazaar, Verve
Magazine, The Hindu, The Indian Express,
Hyperallergic, Architectural Digest, and
others. Merchant's work is held in public
and private collections including the Chloe
Archive, Palais Galliera, Musée de la mode
de la Ville de Paris and The Sarmaya Arts
Foundation.

She currently divides her time between
Mumbai and Barcelona.






fithika merchant
in conversation»
with fariha réisin

Rithika Merchant is an artist of
extraordinary ability. As in, there'’s
something about the art, about the stroke
of the gouache, about the way the ink
meets the paper that somehow transports
us into another paradigm, another
dimension—that, in itself, is extraordinary.
The way a large majestic redwood tree
ushers in a magnanimous feeling in the
body, Merchant’s paintings, too, evoke such
emotion, such grand elation. | think of the
span of her work, the unruly and strange
characters of the tapestries she creates,
the worlds, the voyages she encapsulates
that tap into the constellation of another
universe. She is beckoning us there, where
animals and humans are united, where
women merge with beasts and plants,
where their bodies blossom and bloom like
arching flowers. Part hieroglyph, part holy
communion, Merchant takes us to these
deep and bold places. She wants us to
interrogate, to be magical with ourselves,
to find meaning in this lifetime enough to
care. It’s both mighty and soft, just like
Merchant herself, and the art speaks all
the whispers that wish to to be heard, and
are communicating like a chant through
the work, daring for you to listen.




Fariha: | want to hear about how
you're doing at this stage in your
life. Can you answer that
emotionally, spiritually,
professionally? I'm curious.

Rithika: |'ll be 37 in January, and it's
been a much more stable decade for
me. My twenties were quite
tumultuous and | had a lot of change
and a lot of things going on and | feel
like post 30 | really settled into
myself, into my art practice, and also
into the relationships around me -
with my friends, with my husband. If
there's one word that could describe
this period, it would be ‘stability’
which | didn't really have until my
early twenties at all. And | think
being an artist and putting stuff out,
you know how it is, it is an inherently
destabilizing thing. So it feels quite
nice to feel that stability in a lot of
the other aspects of my life. | work
with such nice people, | feel so lucky
to have them. | think that also adds
to that sense of feeling quite
grounded.

F: I'd like to hear a little bit about
why you felt destabilized in your
twenties. You also started making
work in your twenties, right?

R: | did. | think it's because | wasn't
sure where | wanted to exist in the
world, you know? | studied in New
York, and it was so far away from
home. Looking back, it was a very
intense experience to go at a young
age where you're not really prepared.
It makes you who you are, but it's
also not surprising that | struggled
quite a bit during those years and felt
| couldn't see my future in a very
clear way which, for a Capricorn, is
hard. We like to plan, we like to know
where things are going and | think
inherently being an artist and living
this life — you can't really do that.
And so | think that really led to me
feeling quite untethered in many
ways, but | found other ways to build
that stability over the years. And |
think my relationships helped in a
huge way.

F: I've been having this
conversation a lot about ego
recently, and I'm curious to hear
how you navigate the ‘artist's ego’?
I've heard people be like: all artists
are egoic, but there's a part of me
that wonders if that is just the
nature of making art about yourself
or about your own vision? Isn’t the
very nature of art quite solipsistic?
How do you feel about that?

R: | mean, | think art is inherently
self-indulgent. You are spending all of
your time expressing your own ideas,
obviously in the hopes that the world
is going to find meaning in it. | feel
really lucky that a lot of people who
have viewed my work really do relate
to it in a very deep way, and | mean,
it is very gratifying to hear that. But,
ultimately, it's always the creative
vision that | have, or that | feel the
need to express, that's the driving
force. | don't really think about myself
with the persona of an artist, | feel
like | just am who | am. And | will say,
around when everything was blowing
up with Chloé, and there were a lot
of interviews, | did feel that people
were quite focused on me versus my
art... and | remember feeling quite
uncomfortable with that. I'm quite a
private person and it felt weird to
have someone say what they thought
of who | was versus their
interpretation of my work.

F: | often wonder if you can have a
career without that visibility, and
honestly I've seen a lot of people
succeed in that way. You seem to
have a good distance from social
media.

R: | think the main thing is I'm not

reliant on that for my work. Most of
my work happens in the real world
and a lot of my creative relationships,
my creative community, it's all in real
life. So the internet, or what people
write, isn't that big of a part of my
life. So I'm able to take it for what it
is.

F: | think that kind of maintenance
is probably giving you the ability to
actually focus and process... Since
we've been talking and since I've
been with your work, what I've
loved is the kind of dynamic quality
that you have. What you absorb in
the world, what you read, what you
listen to, what you think about then
is repurposed and alchemized into
your work. | feel a sense of alchemy.

R: Thank you. | really appreciate that.
It's thoughts and ideas about specific
things or issues that | care about, but
not so much about my personal inner
journey anymore which is honestly
really liberating. In some ways, | went
through that phase as | think almost
every young artist does. But it's kind
of nice to be in this stage where I'm
just looking outward and reflecting
and I'm curious as to where I'll be 30
years from now, probably on another
planet...




F: Reflecting.

R: | hope.

F: I'm so excited to see where you're
going to be in 30 years.

R: It's been amazing to just see you
sort of step into your power that way.
It is inspiring.

F: It is extremely hard to actually
find relationships with women that
can hold you and that can see you
and uplift.

R: Yes, the ones that can be true
supporters, who can hold you, who
can see you. | think part of it is also
nice because we're both doing
creative things, but we're not doing
the same thing and | really value this
perspective that you bring as a writer,
because it's a very different journey
to what | do. And it is just really nice
to be in the orbit of another creative
person, especially another creative
woman, who is creating in a different
way. We immediately got along... |
feel like from the first conversation
we had, we were like, okay, | guess
like we're just going to have to be
friends for life.

F: | know! It was so immediate.
What is something that's very deep
about what moves you to make art
that you've never maybe talked
about?

R: I've never talked about this in
detail, but | did this whole series
about the Mediterranean migrant
crisis and then it sort of moved on to
the environment and ecology. And
now it's all about how we are going to
persevere the Earth as a civilization
and keep our humanity. I've been
looking to the stars for that... but it's
always been about the human
experience and the depth of that.
The plurality as well, how we can
evolve in so many different ways.

F: Talk to me about that, what does
that look like?

R: At the moment, I'm very
preoccupied with the state of the
Earth, | think we all are. We're seeing
all of this stuff happening in real
time. The work | showed in Paris was
about us getting off this planet and
finding a new path elsewhere. A lot
of it has mythological origins and is
about what we can learn from the
past and how that's going to help us
in the future. This body of work was

much more science fiction inspired,
which is not something | talk about a
lot but | love science fiction.

F: That's very evident to me,
knowing you and also just seeing
your interests.

R: It's one of my favorite genres to
read. | am very interested in building
these future realities. And it never
really found itself in my work as much
in the past because | was looking at
myths and | was looking at our
collective past, but now I've become
very preoccupied with our collective
future. | did a podcast and the host
was like, oh, “Well you are in your
speculative fiction phase.” And | was
like, | guess so. The art equivalent of
that where | really feel like I'm trying
to build this new world for all of us.
Even though it's fictional, even though
it's in my mind or on paper. | told you
this before that someone said that
when you die, like when artists die,
they go into the world that they
created and it really stuck with me.

F: It kind of reminds me of Octavia
Butler and her Parable of the Sower
series... She was a Black woman and
she was this incredible visionary,
and I think that being a Black

woman writer in America and
being able to sort of reimagine the
future or to think about the
possibilities of survival and thriving
through dark times via science
fiction... It’s kind of miraculous to
be able to make work like that.

R: This makes me think so much of
Sun Ra! Have you ever watched
Space is the Place? It's a very similar
thing. It's sort of making this new
world, in a way, to fix the issues that
he was facing at the time. Space is
the Place is sort of a commentary
on the racism he faced, and that
was one of the references that | was
thinking about a lot in the last few
months.

F: | also like that concept of
futurism for both of us being South
Asian... | think it’s an important
part of this conversation, too. Not
that our identities inherently
connect us or anything, but | do
think that there is a lot about how
our ancestry, our work, all of the
sort of lineages that our people
have come from - Indian and
Bengali ancestry — that kind of
knowledge, that kind of art has
been denied in a modern and
Western sense and space. Like, it




doesn't have the same kind of
platform. And so what does it look
like for us to be thinking about
futurity? | think it's a really
exciting place in art that has not
(vet) been explored.

R: It is exciting. It's funny when you
talk about your work as you're
making it because sometimes | look
back on things—and you probably
feel the same way when you look
back at things that you've written a
few year later—sometimes the true
intent of it or the true meaning
behind it only really reveals itself
afterwards. I'm kind of curious, |

guess, to see how we both feel
about the work that we're making at
the moment, because so much of it
is sort of a commentary on what's
going on around us.

F: As you said, sometimes you
don't actually know what you're
tapping into. | feel this even
outside of my work. | might have a
download about something and
feel a certain way and not
understand why, and then like
years later I'm like, ohhhh, that's
what | was picking up on. For us,
being creatures of the spiritual
and the divine, but also the

natural world and sort of the
mystery and the magic that exists
there, means you are much more
porous to a lot more things, you
know? So what you're processing
has so much gold and it has so
much more depth because you can
get so much more out of the
ordinary... Even memories can be
lessons, and a teaching can
appear years later.

It's just kind of cool how that
happens and that it happens not
just in art, it happens in our own
lives too. Art is maybe a/the place
where it can actually be expressed
truthfully or it can be expressed
more organically through the art,
through the lens of the art.

R: | one hundred percent agree.
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b. 1986, Bombay, India

Education

Parsons The New School For Design, New York, U.S.A. BFA (Honours), Fine Arts.
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Solo Exhibitions

Festival of the Phoenix Sun | Galerie LJ, Paris, France.

Birth of a New World | TARQ, Mumbai, India.

Mirror of the Mind | Galerie LJ, Paris, France.

Where The Water Takes Us | TARQ, Mumbai, India.

Ancestral Home | Galeria Bien Cuadrado, Barcelona, Spain (cur. Diana Di Nuzzo).
Intersections | Galeria Combustion Espontanea, Madrid, Spain.

Luna Tabulatorum | Stephen Romano Gallery, New York, U.S.A.

Encyclopedia Of The Strange | Tiny Griffon Gallery, Nuremberg, Germany.
Mythography | Gallery Art & Soul, Mumbai, India.

Origin of Species | Gallery Art & Soul, Mumbai, India.

Worlds Within Words | Fabrica do Brago de Prata, Lisbon, Portugal.
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Collection of Dreams | Convento Sio Francisco De Mertola, Mertola, Portugal.

Two And Three Person Exhibitions

Metamorphosis | Galerie DYS, Brussels, Belgium (with Benoit Huot).
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Group Exhibitions

Uprising | Kristin Hjellegjerde Gallery, Schloss Goerne, Germany 2021
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Arshiya Lokhandwala).
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Work in Progress | Galeria Bien Cuadrado, Barcelona, Spain.

Fata In Fata/ Face To Face | Fortified Church, Cincsor, Romania (Cur. Elisabeth
Ochsenfeld, Arthouse Wolfsberg/ Garana).

Chloe Couture | National Art Museum of Ukraine, Kiev, Ukraine.

Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam/ The World Is One Family | Kolkata Centre For
Creativity, Emami Art, Kolkata, India.
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Breaking Barriers | Jehangir Art Gallery/Gallery Art & Soul, Mumbai, India

We See You, We Hear You | The Hospital Club Gallery, London. U.K. (Presented
by Subject Matter).

Homo Faber / Fashion Inside and Out | The Michelangelo Foundation, Venice, Italy
(cur. Judith Clark).

Portal | October Gallery, London, U.K.

Sensorium / The End Is Only The Beginning | Sunaparanta, Goa Centre for the
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State of Art | Mazda Space, Barcelona, Spain (Presented by Galeria Bien
Cuadrado and Barcelona Young Gallery Weekend).

This Burning Land Belongs To You | Swiss Cottage Gallery, London, U.K.
(Presented by TARQ for Camden Kala, UK/India Year of Culture)

To talk to the worms and the stars | The New Gallery, Calgary, Canada (cur.
Natasha Chaykowski).
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Roots to Healing | Northrup Gallery, Goldstein Museum of Design, Minneapolis,
Minnesota, U.S.A. (cur. Lisa Aston Philander).

Gallery Ill | Stephen Romano Gallery, Brooklyn, New York, U.S.A.

Hortus Deliciarum | Arthouse Wolfsberg/Garana, Garana, Romania
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