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          Detritus from Exploded Stars

“So you're made of detritus [from exploded stars]. Get over it. Or better yet, 
celebrate it. After all, what nobler thought can one herish than that the universe
 lives within us all?”
                                                                                 
                                                                      Neil de Grasse Tyson, Astrophysicist

 



Unbearable lightness of being 2010
 white trash bags

 64”X16”X24”
 photo: Sibte





Detritus from Exploding Stars

“Art is the residue of vision” 
                             Giacometti

Khalil Chishtee’s forms provoke fundamental ontological and 
metaphysical concerns because the locus of his creative imagination 
lies in rupture and metamorphosis – the building blocks of existen-
tial thought as well as the most plausible theory of the birth of the 
universe. Inadvertently Chishtee presents a synthesis of theological 
and scienti�c philosophies. But at the focus of his investigation is 
that tiny but essential being, the human.

Chishtee’s most unusual medium of construction, the ubiquitous 
plastic trash bag is in fact a most decisive material. It is the ultimate 
signi�er of humanity’s decadence, wastefulness and thoughtless 
self-indulgence. It is the symbol of wanton consumerism. But 
contrarily, what we see in Chishtee’s �nal production are representa-
tions particularly divergent to the hubris we would expect. �e 
�gures he creates are soulful, wistful, doleful and contemplative in 
their silence. �ey are fragile and vulnerable, much like a major 
portion of the world’s populace that faces paucity all their lives.

Chishtee’s coterie of �gures that stand in varying permutations of 
despondency or elation or pensiveness have been fabricated using 
plastic trash bags but they are by no means ephemeral. In fact the 
gripe of ecologists of plastic being non-biodegradable comes into 
play here, suggesting not just permanence but almost immortality. 
Scientists say plastic will remain in the earth long after many 
generations of human beings are dead, buried and decomposed. 
Using this shapeless, formless material Chishtee builds life-sized 
�gures of men, women and children. Each is distinctive, inimitable; 
each is one of a kind, almost as if the artist 

had imbued them with their own DNA to ensure that none such as 
this could ever be created again. Sculptors using traditional materials 
such as clay, wood, marble and steel are able, if necessary, to replicate 
their production. With an amorphous substance such as torn plastic 
bags, duplication becomes nigh impossible. �us the credibility of 
the �gure is so acute that they are almost ‘born’. To further the 
element of ‘creation’ Chishtee spends time and attention crafting the 
facial features of some of the �gures, making them recognizable 
almost palpably identi�able. In others, however, the �gure is 
nebulous and abstract, a kind of willful, deliberate denigration on 
the part of the artist to take away identity if he so desires. 

�e form in Chishtee’s production is essential to the dialectics of his 

installations.  �is notion of form and substance is articulated by 
Ernest Fischer in his book �e Necessity of Art and though Fischer 
alludes to the organic structure and composition of matter, it may well 
be attributed to the con�guration of a fabricated form. “What we call 
form is only a speci�c grouping, a speci�c arrangement, a relative state 
of equilibrium of matter, it is the expression of the fundamental 
conserving and conservative tendency, the temporary stabilization of 
material conditions. But content changes incessantly, at times 
imperceptibly, at other times in violent action; it enters into con�ict 
with the form, explodes the form and creates new forms in which the 
changed content becomes, for a while, stabilized once more”. Fischer 
in fact describes the very modus operandi of Chishtee’s process which 
requires the deconstruction and subsequent re-building of matter to 
constitute a viable material surface.

One of the most enticing aspects of Chishtee’s installations is their 
inadvertent kinetic motility. �e shredded weightless plastic, when 
exposed to wafts of air, even the minutest shifts in ambience produced 
by passersby, stimulates a tremble in the �gures, creating a most 
uncanny, eerie movement simulating latent energy in the �gure. �e 
e�ect is in fact not unintentional; it is a deliberate inclusion in the 
work for which the artist leaves portions of the �gure un�nished as an 
abstract device, with long shreds of paper hanging freely. While the 
e�ect is eerie, the metaphor grounds the work to contemporary life. It 
is a statement on community and the human need for interaction 
with the world around them that people seek and, sometimes, �nd. It 
is the act of trying to reach out to touch and feel and relate and 
intermingle. �us Chishtee’s forms are not otherworldly or in any way 
ethereal or unearthly. �ey are perceptibly part of a community and 
retain the need to belong. Many other elements point to this notion of 
communal living – the inclusion of children in the works, the recent 
addition of animal forms, and the web-like construction that 
surrounds as well as stands alone. It is the web – perhaps literally 
signifying the world wide web that has made the world small and 
tightly knit (in fact dangerously so) but laterally implying the 
connections that tie us together in the form of relationships, duties, 
a�liations and ‘normal’ human endeavours.

Chishtee’s installations simulate the human condition but they are not 
physically whole. �at is because Chistee is not interested in the 
anatomical representation of the body but the idea or characteristic of 
the human being in its intangible form. He is more concerned with 
creating the space that a person would occupy as Antony Gormley the 
British sculptor elucidates about his sculptural works.
“I am more interested in bringing the understandings of post-particle 
physics to the notion of the body as conscious material in space. So I 
probably start with the skin, and exploding the skin, but then start 



 

asking about: what is, as it were, what is 
“body consciousness”? In meditation you can 
do it, you can put your full concentration for 
example on your heart, or lungs, and you can 
get a direct contact with those completely 
aleatoric, spontaneous, autonomous rhythm 
systems that exist within the body. But 
actually that takes a bit of training and I 
don’t think it is terribly relevant. In 
meditation, you don’t go round identifying 
speci�c organs. Its purpose is to escape from 
that taxonomy of the body, the body about 
naming parts and functions, and seeing it as 
a whole, and seeing it as an energy system, or 
seeing it as a �eld of sensation”. Chishtee’s 
intention thus is to create a sensory �eld that 
the viewer can intrude into and participate in 
and ultimately respond to in an individual 
mode.



Have you experimented with other materials and mediums?

During my teaching career I had to learn many techniques and  I 
worked in many materials. For commissioned projects I used 
several materials as well. Regarding my personal work sometime I 
use text to express my raw emotions and that can take form in any 
suitable material.

Do you think the human condition is dystopian? Is the outlook of 
your practice predominantly dismal or promising?

As Sri Ramana Maharshi once said, “In no single one of the 
countless objects of the mundane world is there anything that can 
be called happiness. It is through sheer ignorance and lack of 
wisdom that we fancy that happiness is obtained from them. On 
the contrary, when the mind is externalized, it su�ers pain and 
anguish.”

Yes, it’s true that �nding happiness in forms or in any structure 
that one builds will eventually bring unhappiness to one’s life 
because there is not a single form that will last forever. However 
when one tries to acknowledge or relate to space in between forms 
or listens to the silence between words, one �nds peace. 

Living in the west I gained some understanding of how to play 
with forms without getting fully attached to it but falling back into 
old modes from time to time is very human. 

It is not my intention but yes, sometimes people do �nd some 
sadness in my work and I have absolutely no problem with it.

Anish Kapoor once said that he feels his works are completed by 
the people looking at them. Do you �nd any validity in this 
statement? Do you think similarly about your own work?

Its very di�cult for me to understand tall claims like this one. 
Does he mean that tiny people standing in front of his gigantic 
labor-intensive pieces bring some calm to his ego or is it some 
philosophical statement? 

I don’t think people standing next to my work complete the piece, 
but to have a better idea of my work it’s very important that one 
should experience it personally.    

How often do you show in Pakistan?

Whenever my emotions give me permission. 

Interview by Nafisa
What does the Diaspora bring to your praxis? How have you 
developed as an artist being away from home?

I guess kids who grow up among many other siblings in one or two 
room-apartments can only claim two things as their own; their own 
body and a few crazy ideas that cannot be shared with the rest of the 
clan. So that’s why concepts like diaspora or ‘away from home’ could 
not do enough harm to my thinking. At a later age I got my own 
bedroom and a home, but by then moving out of my room/home/ci-
ty/province/country/continent brought little sunshine in my life.

Although quoting people like Rumi, Krishnamurti or Einstein has 
become a new cliché in this age of social media, still it’s easy for me to 
make it clearer with a quote from Jiddu Kirishnamurti :

“When you call yourself an Indian or a Muslim or a Christian or a 
European, or anything else, you are being violent. Do you see why it is 
violent? Because you are separating yourself from the rest of mankind. 
When you separate yourself by belief, by nationality, by tradition, it 
breeds violence. So a man who is seeking to understand violence does 
not belong to any country, to any religion, to any political party or 
partial system; he is concerned with the total understanding of 
mankind”

Moving away from my home de�nitely brought everything new to my 
work. �ey say creative people must try to taste totally new food to get 
rid of their usual thinking pattern, and I think even changing your 
working position in your studio adds a little freshness to your life

How did you �rst think of using plastic trash bags as your principal 
medium?

�e idea of the underdog has always fascinated me. As a child I would 
love stories like David and Goliath; of Su� poets questioning authority, 
of court clowns defying kings. It would make my heart beat faster. 
Similarly, the idea of a humble material that can stand in for tradition-
al ‘high’ materials like to bronze or gold plated surfaces is so exciting it 
robs me of sleep

I found my material during my �rst night in NYC back in 2005 when 
the presence of hundreds of people at Time Square was replaced by 
piles of trash bags �lled with discarded waste within hours. Making 
people out of trash bags was a direct translation of that experience
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white trash bags 
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Broke Messiah, 2010 
Blue shower curtain 
60” X 11” X 8” 
Photo: Sibte
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Detail of:
Dreaming of Dreaming, 2010 
White trash bags 
Photo: Kim



Pointy headed, 2012  
Black Trash bags,  
88” X 66”  
photo by : Laura DeAngelis





Toe to Toe 2012 
White trash bags 
27”X15”X89” 
Photo: Sibte



Men at work 2012 
White and black trash bags 
26”X61” 
photo: Laura DeAngelis



You believed in me and I had 
trust in a string. 2008 
White trashbags 
Height: 108” 
Photo:Sibte 





Cutting, tying, knotting, 
tearing, ripping, dripping, 
combining with many other 
“INGS” were few clues that 
helped my way to you, 2012  
Blue trash bags,  
144” X 46” X 42”  
photo: Laura DeAngelis



All complexities were at the 
mercy of few pushpins, 2012 
Black trash bags,   
80” X 60” 
Photo: Laura DeAngelis



Detail: Home is where the hug is, 2008
 blue and white trash bags

 38”X18”X14”
 



Baby, 2013
 White trash bag

 42” X 11” X 8”





Tourist ,  2012 
Blue and white trash bags 
78” X 36” X 8” 
photo: Laura DeAngelis



Pursuit, 2007 
white trash bags 
53”X 14”X 8” 
Photo: Laura LaPerche





Waste to Art, 2014 
white trash bags , found junk 
Height: 108” 
Photo: Enno de Kroon



‘Here Today...’ For The 50th Anniversary Of The IUCN Red List Of Threatened Species, 
London, UK 2014

Art Festival Watou, WatoU, BeLgiUm, 2014

Brain Drain, project for Art 14, London, UK 2014

Twelve Gates Gallery, Philadelphia, Pa, USa 2013

Paper or Plastic: two-person show, Temp Gallery, Sacramento, Ca, USa 2012 

Park, grand r aPidS, mi, USa 2012

Slick Art Fait, PariS, Fran Ce 2011

State of Things, Aicon Gallery, London, UK  2009

End of Oil  Exit Art, neW YorK, USa, 2009

Engendered, neW YorK, USa, 2009

Erasing borders 2009, exhibition of contemporary indian art of the diaspora, dowd 
gallery cortland nY, USa, 2009

Duet: The Art of Khalil Chishtee & Ruby Chishti, Center for Contemporary Art, Sacra-
mento, Ca, USa, 2009

Hong Kong Art Fair, Green Cardamom both, Hong Kong, 2008

Dubai Art Fair, Green Cardamom, Booth B52, dUBai, 2008,

Inaugural Show (of the new venue) National Art Gallery Islamabad, PaKiStan, 2007

City Lights  Exit Art, neW YorK, USa, 2006

Art for Dummies, CSUS, Ca, USa, 2006

Installation at Fools Foundation, SaCramento, C a, USa, 2005

Group Show at Up Town Gallery SaCramento, C a, USa, 2005
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EXHIBITIONS



Sacramento ca, USa, 2005

Bronze Show at Art Foundry Gallery , Sacramento, ca, USa 2004

National Exhibition, Alhamra Art Gallery Lahore, PakiStan 2002

Drawing Show SimSim Gallery, Lahore, PakiStan 2000

Remembering Zahoor, Zahoor-ul-Ikhlaq Gallery NCA Lahore PakiStan 2000

Scope IIV Faculty Show, NCA Gallery Lahore, PakiStan 1999

Scope IV Faculty Show, NCA Gallery Lahore, PakiStan 1995

Sculpture Show, NCA Gallery Lahore, PakiStan 1994

Scope V Faculty Show, NCA Gallery Lahore, PakiStan 1993

I me and mine.  Twelve Gates Gallery, PhiLadeLPhia, Pa, USa 2014

Sparkling truths. Lahore, PakiStan 2011

Jo dill pe gurarti he. iSLamabad, PakiStan 2011

Recycled Identities II, mUmbai, india 2011 

Recycled Identities, deLhi india. 2011

Dreaming of Dreaming, Esplanade, SingaPore, 2010

Toys Are Us, VM Gallery, Karachi, PakiStan 2008

No-Knock, Green Cardamom, London, Uk 2008

And then I decided not to have two Bs: Brain and Balls, Robert Else Gallery 
cSUS, USa 2007

I Love You Solo Show, Rohtas Gallery, Islamabad, PakiStan, 2007

My Show, at Witt Gallery, CSUS, ca, USa 2006

Solo Shows



New Works by Khalil Chishtee at Robert Else Gallery, CSUS, CA, USA 2005

Workshops, Residencies and Lectures 

Waste of Art. International artist workshop, BAkU AzerBAij An, 2014

Sacramento State Unversity, SACr Amento, CA 2012

National College of Arts , rAwAlpindi, pAkiSt An 2010

National College of Arts, lAhore, pAkiSt An 2010

Center For Contemporary Art, SACr Amento, jAn 2009

Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture, kAr AChi, pAkiSt An, oCt 2008 

One month Residency at Vasl Art Trust, kAr AChi, oCt 2008  

Vasl, International Art Workshop at Gaddani, kAr AChi, pAkiSt An, 2001

Wassani, International Artist Workshop  nAiro Bi, kenyA, 1998

Public Lecture

Lecture

Diaspora 

Publications Love, Spirituality and Divine Comedy, cata-
logue assay by Elaine O’ Brien 
Brain and balls in plastic:the unreal art of 
Khalil Chishtee a catalogue 
assay by Hammad Nassr

One after the Other,  http://bit.ly/1zx2D0b

The News on Sunday, An Interview by Aasim 
Akhtar http://bit.ly/1CCgWxY

A Lived Reality, Dawn Gallery Magazine, Nov. 
1, 2009 by Salwat Ali http://bit.ly/183S5u2

Without the right of knock , Nukta Art, Bian-
nual Contemporary Art Magazine of Paki-
stan, by Shazia Zuberi, http://bit.ly/1Ch55rb

Plastic Fantastic, by Rumana Hussain http://
bit.ly/15uhziy 
“Trash to Treasure” Sacramento Bee by Bob 
Silva http://bit.ly/1Ch59Hj

“Acts of simulation”  The News by Asim 
Akhtar http://bit.ly/1yMM6FF

Daily Times by Juhi Jafferii http://bit.ly/1sZ-
lu1q

Daily Times http://bit.ly/1Cdvgzo





One after the other, 2014
Trash bags
300  x 300  x  200  cm
Specially  commissioned  for Here Today
 
Curated  by Artwise  2014
Courtesy  the  artist  and  Q  Gallery
Installation shot © Khalil Chishtee
Photo by Thierry Bal



Enveloped in a complex of sight and tangible objects, my work is 
-
-

mare. My installations are not tableaux-vivants, and the 

common man on the street; the sheer choice of material (trash bags and bin-liners, in this case) and the transformation of 

I regard art as no mere aesthetic matter. Art can have a therapeutic function. I intend my art not for decoration or 
diversion or indoctrination but for transformation. It is meant to serve for cultivating knowledge of how to be in the world, 
for going through life. It is useful for developing a deeper understanding, in a very personal, subjective, private way, of your 
own experience. 

Archetypal dream patterns, universal cycles of time, and processes of life, growth, and death have been recurring themes 
in my drawings and sculptures. While the imagery I employ in my work is all drawn from contemporary life, I want to deal 
with the essence of the nature of the social situation. It is the invisible world of all the details of people’s personal lives – 

tableaux-vivants, and the characters are not weightless sleepwalkers but real people of our time, inspired by the hoi polloi. 

I regard art as no mere aesthetic matter. Art can have a therapeutic function. I intend my art not for decoration or 
diversion or indoctrination but for transformation. It is meant to serve for cultivating knowledge of how to be in the world, 
for going through life. It is useful for developing a deeper understanding, in a very personal, subjective, private way, of your 
own experience. 

Archetypal dream patterns, universal cycles of time, and processes of life, growth, and death have been recurring themes 
in my drawings and sculptures. While the imagery I employ in my work is all drawn from contemporary life, I want to deal 
with the essence of the nature of the social situation. It is the invisible world of all the details of people’s personal lives – 

Few words from the artist 


