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Who is Afraid of Plastic?

THE SPECTATOR
In his essay ‘The Painter of Modern 
Life’, the 19th-century French poet and 
essayist Charles Baudelaire draws a 
strict demarcation line between those 
artists whose disinterest in the world 
restricts them to the narrowest of circles 
and the one who is driven by curiosity 
in all aspects of life. The latter, a citizen 
of the universe, deliberately mingling 
with the crowd of the city, is the perfect 
spectator of its tumultuous life. For the 
artist as flâneur, the city is an ‘immense 
reservoir of electrical energy’2, the fertile 
ground for his ‘excessive love of visible, 
tangible things, condensed to their 
plastic state’.3 What makes him a true 
artist of modernity is his passion for ‘the 
ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent’,4 
moments he recognises in abundance in 
the vast kaleidoscope of the city. 

1Charles Baudelaire, ‘The Painter of Modern Life and Other 
Essays’, trans. and ed. by Jonathan Mayne 
(London: Phaidon Press, 1970), p. 7.
2Ibid. , p.9.
3Ibid.
4Ibid. , p. 13.

‘It must be admitted that the majority of artists 
are no more than highly skilled animals, pure artisans, 

village intellects, cottage brains’.1

- Charles Baudelaire
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PLASTIC
In a similar vein, one could see in artist 
Aaditi Joshi the ‘perfect spectator’, 
who in the hustle and bustle of her 
hometown Mumbai in the sensual 
overflow of its odours, sounds, and 
frenetic pace localises materials that 
are ‘condensed to their plastic state’. 
Even though plastic ranges at the lower 
end of the canonical hierarchy of art 
materials, Joshi detects beauty in its 
cheap texture and colours, creating 
sensitivity towards what is otherwise 
overlooked and neglected. It is its 
formless and malleable nature that 
makes plastic the exemplary material 
of her artistic experiments. Many artists 
still consider clay as the most immediate 
and shapeable material, similar to wax 
that was already used by Ancient Greek 
sculptors for its pliability. Allowing 
an accurate rendering of the smallest 
details, wax was the ideal material of 
resemblance. The addition of colours 
and specific solutions permitted the 
imitation of a wide range of materials, 
keeping in mind almost any form. In this 
respect, wax can be considered as the 
precursor of plastic. While its pliability 
cannot make up for its instability, 
plastic is anything but instable. Since its 
invention, its properties have developed 
to such a large extent that nowadays 
‘the whole world can be plasticized’.5

Fugitive and contingent, plastic 
comprised in packing and wrapping 
turns into trash the moment it is used. 
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In most cases, the material lands on 
dumping grounds the ‘impure’ fringes 
of urban society to such an alarming 
degree that ‘cities have been literally 
ringed by a garbage belt, which in the 
absence of fortifying walls, delimits 
the urban space […].6  While the non-
biodegradable quality of standard 
plastic poses one of the most significant 
threats to the environment today, Joshi’s 
practice is rooted in the ‘sustainable 
aesthetics’ of recycling and upcycling, a 
process that reinserts the material into 
a new value chain without degrading 
its quality and composition. However 
fugitive and contingent plastic might 
seem in the first place, contradicting 
the ‘semantics of permanence’ of 
conventional art materials, Joshi reveals 
that her artworks outlast most of the 
durable materials. 

5Roland Barthes, ‘Plastic’ in: Mythologies (Paris, 1957), trans. 
by Annette Lavers, (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 
1972), p. 99. 
6Walter Moser, ‘The Acculturation of Waste’ in: Waste-Site 
Stories: The Recycling of Memory, ed. by Brian Neville and 
Johanne Villeneuve (Albany: State University of New York 
Press), p. 85-105. 
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Joshi’s preoccupation with plastic 
found its early expression in oil and 
acrylic paintings called ‘Studies’ that 
render plastic toys and objects in a 
photo-realistic manner. It was during 
the torrential rains that flooded the 
city of Mumbai and its surrounding 
regions in 2005, when plastic bags 
would precariously choke drains and 
creeks, that she took notice of the 
sculptural properties of plastic. From 
then on, it became her material of 
choice as for Joshi no other substance 
has a higher degree of plasticity. Giving 
her the artistic freedom to disengage 
with preconceived forms and implicit 
meanings, she began exploring a 
material whose very essence consists in 
‘infinite transformation’. 

The etymology of the word ‘plastic’ is 
devised from the homonymous adjective 
‘plastic’, originating from the Ancient 
Greek word ‘plastikós’, meaning the 
‘shapeable’ and ‘mouldable’ quality of 
materials. The invention of plastic in 
its current meaning as a fully synthetic 
product dates back to the early 20st 
century. It was first developed in the 
19st century as a partially synthetic 
product with the purpose of imitating 
substances such as horn and ivory to 
save natural resources. This is perhaps 
an irony in hindsight, considering the 
environmental threat that plastic poses 
today. In his eponymous essay ‘Plastic’, 
French philosopher and critic Roland 
Barthes describes plastic not so much 

7Roland Barthes, ibid. , p. 97.
8Ibid.
9Pennina Barnett, ‘The Alchemist’s Workshop’ in: Materiality. 
Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. by Petra Lange-Berndt 
(London: Whitechapel Gallery; Cambridge/Massachusetts: 
MIT Press, 2015), p. 75-79.

as a solid substance than ‘the trace of a 
movement’7. He defines it as the ‘stuff of 
alchemy’8, a ‘miraculous’ material, whose 
formless and prosaic nature makes it 
like no other material apt to endless 
transformation. Neutral in character, it 
abolishes the hierarchy of substances as 
it can be shaped into almost anything. 
     
THE ALCHEMIST
Following the footsteps of Barthes, Joshi 
can perhaps be considered an alchemist 
who magically transforms a low-end 
material into works of art that enter the 
white space of commodification. Similar 
to the laboratory of the alchemist, 
her studio can be called a ‘place of 
experimentation – transformation – 
where, against all odds, and defying 
reason, lies a simple desire: to make of 
the mundane something precious’.9 Like 
the alchemists of the earlier centuries, 
conducting their occult experiments 
of transmuting substances and metals 
into valuable matter by applying 
various heating methods, Joshi, over 
time, developed her own procedures of 
increasing the temperature of plastic to 
render it more malleable. 
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In her site-specific sculptures such as 
the untitled horizontal interactive work 
created for the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston (2016), her experiment with the 
transformational potential of plastic 
comprised heating and fusing PVC 
plastic bags she had previously painted. 

Untitled, 2016 | Interactive installation
Fused plastic bags,acrylic paints, LED lights, wood armature, 
site specific installation
288 x 78 x 108 inches
2016

Untitled | Detail
Fused plastic bags, acrylic colour and wood
216 x 48 inches
2018

Untitled
Fused plastic bags, acrylic colour and wood
216 x 48 inches
2018

ESSAYNew Works / AADITI JOSHI



10 / 11

historical lineage an artist is born into, 
however individualistic and distinct her 
practice might be.  

The modernist myth of the grid 
dominated avant-garde painting until 
the late 20st century, when artists were 
in search of a ground zero that would 
allow ‘aesthetic purity and freedom’. 
The grid, which followed the canvas 
surface by doubling it, was praised as 
the autonomous formula to reach this 
goal. So absolute was the grid as a 
structure to organise pictorial matter 
that American art historian and critic 
Rosalind E. Krauss felt compelled 
to debunk the myth. In her seminal 
essay ‘The Originality of the Avant-
Garde and Other Modernist Myths’, she 
attacks the grid as ‘highly inflexible’ 
and so averse to invention that it 
keeps the artist confined to a ‘prison’. 
The anti-referential, anti-narrative 
and anti-historical nature of the grid 
is ‘impervious both to time and to 
incident’10 to a degree that the work 
of the artists who ‘submit themselves 
to this structure […] virtually ceases to 
develop and becomes involved, instead, 
in repetition.’11

  

10Rosalind E. Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde 
and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT 
Press, 1986), p. 7.
11Ibid. , p. 9.

The cluster-like forms resulting from 
this process evoked cellular structures, 
camouflaging their origin as a synthetic 
substance. An untitled sculpture 
suspended vertically from the ceiling 
commissioned for the exhibition ‘Waste 
Land’ (2018) at Tarq, connected the 
two floors of the gallery. Spanning a 
length of more than 200 inches, Joshi 
invited the visitor to view the sculpture 
from various angles by mounting the 
staircase and experience the flow of 
the material. The perforated biomorphic 
clusters allowed air and light to travel 
through, making the immaterial tangible 
and encouraging a physical, visceral 
response to the sculpture. 

THE GRID
While Joshi’s sculptures evoke 
fundamental questions of gravity 
and weightlessness, solidity and void, 
her most recent paintings suggest 
a move towards two-dimensionality. 
She substitutes the canonical canvas 
with recycled cement bags made of 
polypropylene, whose ubiquity across 
Mumbai witnesses its aggressive 
expansion. Unlike the plastic bags 
used for her sculptures which had 
to undergo the processes of heating 
and fusing Joshi acknowledges the 
rawness of polypropylene’s woven fabric. 
Consisting of a geometric grid, the 
coarseness of the fabric and its uneven 
flatness is the ideal surface to carry 
out her painterly experiments. While 
the grid acts as an incentive for Joshi to 
explore the hidden and unacknowledged 
nature of the material, the formula 
of the grid also sheds light on the 

Giving her the artistic 
freedom to disengage 

with preconceived forms 
and implicit meanings, 

she began exploring 
a material whose very 

essence consists in 
‘infinite transformation’. 
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One is inclined to read Joshi’s 
paintings as breaking out of this 
modernist confinement, mocking the 
self-referentiality of the grid. 
In her experiments with the woven 
grid of the cement bags, she negotiates 
moments of chance and unpredictability, 
making the surface of the painting 
permeable to all kinds of intrusions from 
the world around her. Fraying the edges 
of the grid, uneven fringes are created 
that question the quadrilateral shape 
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Facing page: 
02 Untitled (6)
White Cement, Polypropylene bags, 
Resin and Stainless steel mesh armature  
28 x 27 x 1 inches
2018

01 Untitled (8)
Polypropylene bag,cement ,fibreglass mesh, resin
9x10x0.5 inches
2018

of the traditional canvas. In paintings 
such as Untitled (6) and Untitled (8), the 
strict geometrical order of the pictorial 
field is subverted by the conversion of 
the transverse threads of the weave into 
chaotic bundles. Defying any straight 
line, they recall the impenetrable knots 
of electric wires pervading the urban 
fabric. They allude to the narratives of 
the unorganised zones of the city, whose 
anarchic logic casts a dark shadow on 
the promises of progress.
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In a further attempt to question the 
hostility of the grid to any external 
reference, Joshi diverges from its 
flat coordinates. Adding a corporeal 
dimension to the flatness of the 
painting, cement mixed with water is 
poured into a mould. The conventional 
stretcher is replaced by a metal 
mesh, used in the building industry, 
holding the first layer of cement. The 
polypropylene bag placed on it absorbs 
the cement before one more layer is 
poured. In some cases, a second layer of 
polypropylene bag is shortly dipped into 
the cement to retain its imprints on the 
pictorial surface.

This process of palimpsest-like 
layering reveals the underlying grid 
structure, colours and intricacies of the 
polypropylene bags such as logos and 
stitches in some parts, thick patches of 
cement resulting in opaque surfaces 
in others. At the end of the layering, 
resin as a binder and a matte finish 
are applied. Having experimented with 
a number of materials before, it was 
only the malleability of cement that 
eventually allowed Joshi to achieve 
the desired effect of orchestrating a 
distinctive balance between continuity 
and rapture, density of the ‘paint’ and 
porousness. The paintings recall the 
topography of city spaces, patches of 
wasteland that look like scars in the 
landscape, or enigmatic inscriptions 
on the walls in the form of contours, 
doodles and scribbles. 

THE RAG-PICKER
Extending into the urban realm of 
society of which the city is a ‘condensed 
version’, Joshi tears down the barriers 
between art and everyday life, economic 
processes and ordinary consumption. 
Her ‘complicity’ with the material 
allows her to dissolve the binaries of 
material and form, rooted in Platonic 
metaphysics. This classical opposition 
defines material as subject to form, 
hence as passive matter. In contrast, 
Joshi considers the formlessness of 
plastic as an active principle that lends 
the material itself to a sheer indefinite 
number of uses. So ubiquitous is plastic 

One is inclined to read Joshi’s paintings 
as breaking out of this modernist 

confinement, mocking the self-referentiality 
of the grid. In her experiments with the 

woven grid of the cement bags, she 
negotiates moments of chance and 

unpredictability, making the surface of the 
painting permeable to all kinds of intrusions 

from the world around her. 
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Facing page:
The Brief Ascension of Marian Hussain
Video Installation with single projector
2 min, 20 seconds, 2005
Image ©: Vivan Sundaram
Copyright: Vivan Sundaram 
and Chemould Prescott Road, Mumbai
-
The Brief Ascension of Marian Hussain
Video Installation with single projector
2 min, 20 seconds, 2005
Image ©: Vivan Sundaram
Copyright: Vivan Sundaram 
and Chemould Prescott Road, Mumbai

in the city that it seems to exemplify the 
very urban fabric. 

In analogy to plastic indiscriminately 
used across social strata, Joshi’s 
engagement with the material can be 
understood as a democratic act. She 
crosses the boundaries between the 
artist and those who are condemned 
to discard and dispose of the material. 
In Mumbai, a large army of rag-pickers 
is sent out daily to collect an utterly 
unmanageable amount of debris 
generated by a consumerist society, 
whose excessive materialism only 
aggravates social inequality. In view 
of the fact that the largest part of total 
plastic consumption is discarded without 
being recycled and increases steadily, the 
fate of the Indian rag-picker is no less 
absurd than that of the Corinthian king 
Sisyphus. Condemned by the gods 

to ceaselessly rolling a rock up a 
mountain, only for it to roll down when 
it nears the top, the rag-picker seems 
entangled in a similar merciless paradox. 

Artist Vivan Sundaram, whose 
preoccupation with trash dates back to 
1997, reinterprets the Greek myth by 
alluding to a biblical scenario. In his 
seminal video work ‘The Brief Ascension 
of Marian Hussain’ (2005), a rag-picker 
performs on a garbage heap, set up like 
a mound in the studio. He lies on a bed 
of trash, suggesting a coffin, before he 
ascends like a ballet dancer into the 
heavenly realms. Evoking the biblical 
concept of man’s eternal salvation, the 
redemption, however, is only short-lived 
as the rag-picker lands back on the 
garbage heap, unable to break the cycle 
of ascent and descent. 
   

ESSAYNew Works / AADITI JOSHI
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12Gillian Whiteley, ‘Junk: Art and the Politics of Trash’ in: 
Materiality. Documents of Contemporary Art, ed. by Petra 
Lange-Berndt (London: Whitechapel Gallery: Cambridge/
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2015), p. 107-110.
13Ibid.
14Ibid.

Extending into the urban realm of society 
of which the city is a ‘condensed version’, 
Joshi tears down the barriers between art 

and everyday life, economic processes 
and ordinary consumption. Her ‘complicity’ 
with the material allows her to dissolve the 

binaries of material and form, rooted 
in Platonic metaphysics.

Current concerns about climate 
change, aggressive urbanisation and 
conspicuous consumption have led to a 
heightened awareness of the apocalyptic 
proliferation of landfill sites. Whilst 
social outcasts are forced to deal with 
the garbage of others, artists worldwide 
increasingly use detritus and methods 
of recycling to address pressing social 
and ecological issues. The contemporary 
art discourse defines trash as ‘the [sic] 
trope of the turn of the 21st century’’,12 
emphasising that trash is relative to its 
social, political and cultural conditions. 
Trash transforms into treasure in 
the aesthetic context, when artists 
embark on the ‘nomadic’ gathering of 
detritus and unwanted materials to tell 
stories. Organising these materials in 
‘bazaar’13 -like arrangements, parallels 
between the rag-picker and the artist 
are evoked, with the artist gradually 
becoming a ‘bricoleur’14 and arranger of 
materials rather than a producer in the 
conventional sense.
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03 Untitled (10)
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x32x3.5 inches
2018

03 Untitled (9)
Polypropylene bag, wood
32x30x5 inches
2018

15Rosalind E. Krauss, ibid. , p. 10.
16J. Peder Zane, ‘Letting the Frame Speak for the Artist 
and the Era’ in: The New York Times, October 28, 2015.

THE FRAME
In her most recent paintings, such 
as Untitled (9) and Untitled (10), Joshi 
rethinks the grid structure of her earlier 
works. Attacking ‘the millions of acts 
of enframing by which the picture was 
reaffirmed as a regular quadrilateral’15, 
she transforms the frame into an 
artwork in its own right. The picture 
plane is left empty; grid, colour, form 
and composition are replaced by a silent, 
self-contained void. Wrapping the frame 
with several layers of plastic bags,
used to carry sugar and grain, the 
emptiness of the pictorial field directs 
the gaze of the viewer to the blank 
of the wall. One is inclined to interpret 
this radical gesture as a move towards 
the dematerialisation of painting as the 
dissolving of all physical traces of the 
picture plane indicates a negation 
of the medium. 
    
However, it is less about dematerialising 
painting than challenging the 
conventional role of the frame, the 
‘painting’s essential but often ignored 
partner’16. Joshi’s frames consist of a 
variety of untreated polypropylene bags, 
wrapped in differing density around 
structures of soft wood. Ripped open at 
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Facing page:
04 Untitled (2)
Polypropylene Bag, Wood
8x8x0.5 inches
2019

Facing page: 
04 Untitled (4)
Polypropylene Bag, Wood
8x8x0.5 inches
2019

various junctures, the material reveals 
creases, tears, folds, tangled fringes 
and biomorphic knots that defy the 
geometric form of the frame. While in 
some parts, threads of the plastic fabric 
are removed to reveal the underlying 
fabric, in others single threads are 
arranged in warp and weft-like patterns, 
recalling traditional weaving techniques. 
The process of disruptively wrapping 
plastic bags around the frame in 
multiple layers recalls the layering 
of cement bags in Joshi’s paintings. 
It constitutes a further attempt to 
explore the dynamic possibilities of the 
material, allowing it to ‘speak’, so that 
unknown forms can emerge. 

In a series of 12 frames, whose 
repetitive order suggests a more 
minimalist engagement, polypropylene 
bags are tightly wrapped around 
the frame, following a subtle colour 
scheme. Like the grid structure of her 
paintings that extends in all directions, 
the serial nature of the installation 
implies continuity. Each frame mapping 
the space inside the frame invites the 
viewer to direct her gaze beyond the 
blank wall towards a world that extends 
its limits. The frame evokes a window, 
a century-old device in the history of 
painting, urging the viewer to look into 
the mundane of the social reality, into 
what is urban, transient, physical and 
right there. 
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17Svend Erik Larsen, ‘The City as Postmodern Metaphor’ in: 
Kontur no 10, 2004, PDF available at www.hum.au.dk. , 
p. 27-33.

With the distinction between the social 
and the urban vanishing and the city 
transforming into a ‘cultural space in 
its own right encompassing the entire 
scope of human life, also outside its 
physical boundaries, from stomach 
to consciousness’17, Joshi creates a 
continuum of the artwork and the urban 
space it is born from. The contrasts and 
conflicts of the city, its contradictions 
and uncontrollable expansion, unsolved 
tensions and dissonances, rapid 
changes and exchanges, constitute a 
vast phenomenon, incomprehensible in 
its totality. It is through the powerful 
language of art that Joshi enables the 
process of reading and imagining the 
city, a fascinating, poetic and monstrous 
entity, real and metaphorical at once, of 
which she as the Baudelarian spectator 
is herself a vital part.  

- Birgid Uccia

04 Untitled (7)
Polypropylene Bag, Wood
8x8x0.5 inches
2019
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03 Untitled (17)
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x31x3 inches, 2018
Image ©: Ashish Chandra, 
Copyright: Aaditi Joshi and TARQ



01 Untitled, 01 to 23 and 25
Polypropylene bag,cement ,fibreglass mesh, resin
Sizes from 8.5x10.5x0.5 inches to 10.5x7.5x0.5 inches
2018
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02 Untitled (6)
White Cement, Polypropylene bags, Resin and 
Stainless steel mesh armature  
28 x 27 x 1 inches
2018

02 Untitled (13)
White Cement, Polypropylene bags, Resin and 
Stainless steel mesh armature
27x26x1 inches
2018
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03 Untitled (9)
Medium: Polypropylene bag, wood
32x30x5 inches
2018

03 Untitled (9) | Detail 1 and 2
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03 Untitled (25)
Polypropylene bag, wood
62x62x5.5 inches
2019
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03 Untitled (25) | Detail 1 and 2
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03 Untitled (25) | Detail 3
Polypropylene bag, wood
62x62x5.5 inches
2019

03 Untitled (25) | Detail 4
Polypropylene bag, wood
62x62x5.5 inches
2019
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03 Untitled (10)
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x32x3.5 inches, 2018
Image ©: Ashish Chandra, 
Copyright: Aaditi Joshi and TARQ



03 Untitled (10) | Detail 1
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x32x3.5 inches
2018

03 Untitled (10) | Detail 3
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x32x3.5 inches
2018

03 Untitled (10) | Detail 4
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x32x3.5 inches
2018

Title: 03 Untitled (10) | Detail 5
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x32x3.5 inches
2018
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03 Untitled (10) | Detail 2
Polypropylene bag, wood
31x32x3.5 inches
2018
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