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Tejal Shah spent months meditating so her 
beard would grow. It did, she contends, 
without popping any testosterone pills. 
This video, photo and performance artist 
wasn’t preparing for a true-to-life drag 
contest, but to perform in Trans, her latest 
video project. 

Split down the centre, Trans is a 
silent video diary telling two stories 
through juxtaposed vertical frames. 
Brazilian video and performance artist 
Marco Paulo Rolla and Shah stare into the 

camera as if they were looking into a mirror. They grow beards, shave, apply make-up, 
wipe off lipstick, and then the video returns to its first frame, in which neither bears any 
gender markings.   

Shah is concerned with “the cosmetics of gender” and she never once refers, even 
indirectly, to the biological sex or sexual orientation of her ‘subjects’. “The way we 
perform our gender isn’t connected with our sex or sexuality,” she says. While it can 
mistakenly assumed that one is be derived from the other, Shah’s endeavour is to point 
out that a cleavage exists between the two.  

Shah doesn’t perform simply by placing herself within the frame. For an 
installation called Sleep, Shah’s video played on a flat screen attached to the ceiling.  
She lay in a hammock and stared at the ceiling, as viewers themselves slipped into 
another hammock, which was connected to her own by a long string. As they moved in 
their hammock, so did she, and vice-versa.  

But she’s allergic to the term autobiographical, especially when it is used to 
describe her work. “I find it reductive,” she says. “The woman artist is talking about a lot 
of things other than her gender.” 

Not only is her work conceptual, but it is also soaked in theory. “Discourse is the 
starting point of my work. But I do tend to intellectualise a lot,” Shah admits rather 
sincerely. “It distances me from what I’m doing. But I need to be very sure about how 
symbols are perceived.”  

Shah’s work also examines issues other than gender. I Love My India, a video that 
was part of a larger installation called Under The Shade Of The Sword, saw the artist 
gently grill people about the post-Godhra riots in Gujarat. The site is a recreational space 
where people are shooting at balloons with guns that are filled with nails. The balloons, 
stuck on a board, read ‘I Love My India’. “I set up the stage and mise-en-scene,” she 
says, pointing out that she orchestrated everything but the respondents’ answers.  

Is Shah willing to perform outside the safe space of the gallery and fixed frame of 
video? Would she visit a barber shop? “I’ve been going to a barber shop for the last ten 



years,” she avers. “My barber of 10 years often asks me if I want to shave my chin hair. 
‘No,’ I reply. ‘I like it’.”  
Trans will be shown as part of the Metrosexual Festival at Gallery Beyond, Fort, on 
October 12  at 4 pm 
 
 
 


