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Alterbodies: An artistic term for the series of paintings coined 
by Sajitha Shankar, which evolves from  her former series on  
autobiographical etchings of Childhood, Women and  Reality, 
Women and Emancipation,  In Search of Feminity, Women 
Archetypes,  Mother Archetypes, etc. This series points to the 
metamorphosis of the artistic self, sieving through a series of 
experiential art : which is at once personal, delicate and fragile.

Babitha: What inspired you to create the series called  
‘Alterbodies’?

Sajitha:  Alterbodies dwell on the mystical planes which transcend 
the physicality of femininity. They inhabit the psychedelic and 
out of the body experiences which were internalised by me at 
various stages. This series was created after my Akka Mahadevi 
series which made  me commune with her works and get into 
the skin of her creativity. While painting that series I became one 
with her artistic sojourn. Sreekala Sivashankaran observes about 
my painting series that Akka Mahadevi’s mystic poetry inspired in 
my paintings a rebellious intensity, lyrical depth, luminosity and 
transcendence. 

Akka Mahadevi re-emerges in my paintings,  while I reconstruct 
her sharp criticism of the social construction of the body and its 
spectacles. Akka Mahadevi’s poetic wisdom says:

If you can pull out the serpent’s fangs
And make it dance
It is good to make friends with serpents
If you can describe the body’s composition
It is good to make friends with the body
Like a mother turned into a she-monster
Body’s sickness
O Channamallikarjuna,
Don’t say those you love
Have a body
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In Alterbodies , I have tried to revisit the sources of feminine 
generative power in Indian myths, folklores, rituals devotional 
streams, art and literature.  Many paintings hinge on the 
autobiographical recesses as well,  resulting in the inter connected 
flow of the multiplicity of selves in a fluid and dynamic mediation 
with each other. 

Babitha: What is the artistic and aesthetic concept behind  
Alterbodies?

Sajitha: Alterbodies is not an alternate experience, but my 
own physical, spiritual, mystical and intellectual unison with 
the universe. The very concept of Alterbodies began  from an 
experience which made me ponder on human fragility. Once I 
held one of my palms in another.  I experienced its weightlessness, 
its delicate nuances of toting itself into another  for sustenance. 
What I experienced was the sensitive and fragile balancing of my 
body in time and space. ‘Alterbodies’ explores my positioning in 
form, structure and design  through the tenuous link of trying to 
represent the body through the miniscule cellular experience to 
a holistic one. 

Babitha: Can you tell me about the evolution of Alterbodies?

Sajitha: In Alterbodies, I hinged my own body as an artefact.  
From my previous Archetypal Series, I evolved into Alterbodies. 
I started the series with fleshless structures of skulls, bones and 
skeletal frames. In 2008, I started drawing a series of skulls, which 
was part of my own lighter form of existence.  I fleshed out the 
skull with my own being  by partially filling out the eyes, ears and 
sockets and cavities. From there , I progressed to a  complete 
skeletal frame by fleshing out my face. Slowly I started fleshing 
out the skeletal structures of my limbs and other parts of my body 
as if in an artistic and ritualistic trance. 

Babitha: What was the impact of Alterbodies? How was its 
reception?

Sajitha: In 2013, on international women’s day IGNCA sponsored 
my exhibition where the ‘Akka Mahadevi Series’ and ‘Alterbodies’ 
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series were received with much critical acclaim. I had only started 
with the idea and embarked on  conceptualising it. A lot of men 
responded very positively to the paintings.

Babitha: Will you tell us about your experiences while painting 
Alterbodies?

Sajitha: Alterbodies is a process that was the offshoot of creativity 
growing with experience. All that I have created till now just falls 
on the periphery, as there is plenty to be explored, unearthed and 
creatively processed.  Our body intelligence awakens with the 
memory of our cells. Every mystery of nature becomes a sensory 
and mystical experience for the body. Every cell opens its eyes 
to the sensations of the universe- the faint flutter of the butterfly 
wings, the gentle fall of a  raindrop, etc, are felt at various levels of 
experience. The fleshly body becomes an illusion which is at times 
awakened to reality by the syncing of pulsations of  a million cells. 
While I paint, my microcosmic world reconceptualised my body 
into art.  Art becomes the plane where the speed of my thoughts 
gets re-etched with the swish of my brush.  It is a  mutually 
inclusive  process of transferring myself into art while art transfers 
myself into me. 

Another important transformation which happened to me during 
my experience of the Alterbodies series was the fact that I 
stopped reading western philosophy altogether, and intuitively I 
was drawn towards Indian philosophy, which remains the seminal 
node of my work. The change was almost part of my body 
intelligence and biological perception working in tandem, as 
my readings intertwining my work became the raw experience 
of what I am, and what I became and what I will be. There was 
an intuitive connection with Indian philosophy which unearthed 
layers of biological, physical and intellectual experience of life.

Babitha: ‘The Mind of the Cells’ is your most complex and perhaps, 
the most important one in  the Alterbodies series. What is the 
idea behind that painting?

Sajitha: Body works through mysterious ways. Art at times 
becomes a para-normal activity of the body and the mind, while 
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a  plethora of images passes through the mind and vanishes into 
the vacuum. From an exorcised, vacuous meditative stage, I have 
resurrected those images in this painting ‘The Mind of the Cells’. 
In this painting, I had reawakened the golden embryonic halo 
of existence through the depiction of the communion between 
blood drops, cell bodies, etc. 

Babitha: What about the dream elements in your Alterbodies?

Sajitha : My art has evolved from the extra sensory perceptions of 
my body,  mind  and at times through dreams even.  The memory 
perception of my own body is reflected in my art and to highlight 
this, I use a lot of unconventional art materials to emphasise 
this dream-like state. I have also evolved through the trance of 
transcending my body to gain access to an artistic experience.  

Babitha: What are the main highlights of your work?

Sajitha : I concentrate on the alternate possibility of the body to 
transcend  its animal corporeality and consider body as a source 
of energy and creativity.  In most of my paintings, the delicate self 
comes into play with intuition and brings out the vibrancy of the 
inexplicable vistas of self-expression. 

Babitha: How is femininity expressed in your works?

Sajitha : Femininity in my paintings is an exercise that intertwines 
the body and spirit to an a creative experience. I recognise that 
raw energy within myself, it is also the natural force, which is 
inexplicable verbally.  I have often felt it as a protective armour 
which hones my perspectives even. The realisation of femininity  
also necessitates in the recognition of an inner eye directed at the 
inner world. It is about looking into the self from outside,  rather 
than the further withdrawal into the self.

Babitha: Can you tell us about the beginnings and evolution of 
Alterbodies?

Sajitha : I started with experiencing my body as a fragile, 
translucent and vulnerable entity. I started with the skeletal figure 
of a  woman in yogic position. Then each and every painting 

Alterbodies, Acrylic on Canvas,  30 x 30 cms, 2009

Alterbodies, Charcoal on Paper,  90 x 42cms, 2008



became celebrations of femininity rather than tales of oppression. 
My paintings also carry the  sensibility that goes beyond sexuality 
and most of them recognise harnessing the unfathomed energy 
of the feminine wilderness.

Babitha: How did your Swedish experience enhance Alterbodies?

Sajitha: I went to Sweden in 2015 and I stayed in a forest called 
Mäsen Vänga where Börje Evert Hjorth, a Swedish artist and writer 
and I, travelled into the depths of the forest as part of exploring 
our creativity. There I collected mosses, blue berries, black berries, 
red currant, black currants , cherries,  etc and fascinated with their 
antiquity and organic perseverance, I used them extensively in 
my works. There I could feel the connection of nature bonding 
with my deep creative self. Towards the later stages, I even used 
organic materials like paper mashed out of banana stems, barks 
of trees and fruit dyes and stains I had collected from the forest. 
These experimental meanderings were transformational for me, 
as I felt myself to be drawn  away from using artificial medium 
as I switched on to the organic and natural accessories in art as 
well as in my life. I was inclined to using natural materials, as I had 
already experimented with a  large installation,  as part of the One 
Billion Rising at Cochin Durbar Ground February 14th,  2013,  at 
the suggestion of Eve Ensler. In that event, I used natural materials 
like Kumkum, Turmeric, etc, to bring out the intensively inchoate 
propensity of the 30X30 feet installation. 

Babitha: What is the next level of transcending art after 
‘Alterbodies’?

Sajitha: As I have already mentioned, I have only caused a 
rapturous entry into the enormous world of Alterbodies. I 
am yet to explore its depths. In my career spanning almost 35 
years of creativity,  the meaning of life and art became clearer 
through Alterbodies. What I have learned as Art in art schools 
is completely passe, For me, art became an intricate, delicate, 
yet fortifying personal experience. In that way, Alterbodies is an 
overt political statement as well. I am exploring the unexplored 
fathoms of the universe through art as every human being is a 
microcosmic essence of the universe.  

The triangle is the duality of the feminine within-it speaks of the  
surge of the spiritual and celebrates the act of becoming from  
being. Pleasure and pain both reside - sadness springs from an  
inert desire to transcend. The equivocal tenor of the kumkum is  
the hallmark of identity.

Look long at the triangle in the installation - almost like stirring  
a ritual - it oscillates between the past and the present. It is  
the embodiment of timelessness. It enters a realm of secret 
and private interiors and mysterious dark spaces turgid with 
light:  the kumkum is a realm of flow, it is the colour of passion 
but it is  also the accumulation of feelings - intensely inchoate, 
unusually  undefined, armorously amorphous.The turmeric brings 
to  attention our roots to mother earth - it disperses solidity and  
invites harmony and fluidity.

Installation on femininity connected with ONE BILLION RISING at 
Darbar Gound Cochin 2013

Used natural materials, turmeric, kumkum, rice powder, 
burnt rice husk of paddy


