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THE REMAINS OF THE DAY  
The sculptures of New York artist Huma Bhabha are monuments  

to the weight of existence amid the endless trickle of time. 

By Rebecca Gallo

I wish I could get into a room with Huma Bhabha’s 
sculptures. To feel their slightly larger-than-life presence 
and experience the visceral thrill of their pockmarked 
surfaces. The density of foam and cork, the fragility of 
clay and wire. Their uncomfortably rough approximations 
of flesh and figure. Experience my body dwarfed, 
accentuated or echoed by theirs, and that moment when, 
as Bhabha describes it, “they start to look back at you.” 

In a 2010 interview Bhabha was asked if she thought 
of her work “as post-apocalyptic, as has often been 
written?” She responded, “I never thought about the 
post-apocalypse because I think the apocalypse is 
right now.”i What does she think of the state of the 
world now, seven years later? “I think it’s worse,” 
Bhabha tells me matter-of-factly from her studio  
in upstate New York. “Now we have a President who  
is the Antichrist… Environmentally and politically, 
things are worse than they were. And they were not 
good to begin with.” As an artist, she suggests, “even 
if you cannot do anything concrete in terms of trying 
to change something, at least you can bear witness  
to it.” Viewed in this context, Bhabha’s works present 
a frightening prospect. To describe the ravaged 
landscapes of her ink-stained photographs, or her 
gaping, blank-eyed monuments as ‘post-apocalyptic’ 
or to discuss their DIY, Mad Max-like aesthetic is to 
assign their nightmarish grotesquerie to another time 
and place, or the far reaches of imagination. It seems, 
however, that they are products of the here-and-now. 
Her figures are broken-down ruins, mutant bodies 
composed of that which cannot decompose.  
A charred vision of what we will leave behind.

The materials from which Bhabha compiles, carves and 
constructs her sculptures are mostly reclaimed waste,  
as she explains, “in the United States… people throw 
out all kinds of things. Things that you can use, 
sometimes they’re practically new… Stuff that would 
be recycled somewhere else.” In Karachi, Pakistan,  
the city of 20 million inhabitants where Bhabha was 
born and raised, one person’s excess building materials 
quickly becomes another’s shelter. Excess timber from 
construction sites, spent roadside tyres, styrofoam 
packaging: in Poughkeepsie, New York, where Bhabha 
now lives and works, these items are relegated to landfill. 

Cork – dark, woody and malleable – has become a 
signature of Bhabha’s work, and was initially stumbled 
across by chance “in a stationery store that was going 
out of business. He’d been around since the '60s and  
he used to put [cork] in the vitrines to display pens 
and various other things… I bought it and initially had 
no idea what I was going to do with it. I started gluing 
it together and experimenting with it.” Bhabha now 
purchases cork in bulk, but as with many aspects of 
her practice, it was a chance encounter and willingness 
to experiment that led to an ongoing engagement 
with this evocative and unlikely sculptural material.

Bhabha’s process, she acknowledges, is “pretty old 
school. I work with my hands… The more you do 
something, the more you become relaxed, the more 
possibilities open up.” The works have increased in 
intensity as she has developed an idiosyncratic skill 
set, guided by an assortment of found materials and 
hand tools. Because Bhabha is so hands on, the 
direction of a piece can change significantly as the 
materials dictate their terms. Whereas most of her 
figures are sitting or standing, Special Guest Star 
(2016) is a monstrous, oddly erotic, horn-pierced 
figure on a dramatic diagonal slope: a sarcophagus 
rising, or descending into the underworld. She explains, 
“I’d been working on this piece with the intention that  
it would stand like a totem. But I had to lean it on the 
table so that I could be over it. Walking into the room  
[I noticed] it looked like it was actually rising up from 
the ground.” One of Bhabha’s best known works, 
Untitled (2006), is a black plastic sheet covering  
a hunched form, with hands, palm-down, revealed at  
one end and a tail at the other. It has been frequently 
interpreted as a figure in prayer or supplication. One 
can also imagine Bhabha walking into the studio to 
continue work on a clay sculpture, covered overnight  
to stop it from drying out, and being struck by the 
uncanniness of the lumpen form beneath wrinkled 
opaque plastic. An untitled work on paper from 2016 
bears the impressions of tiles and other track marks that 
describe passages through the studio: reminders of the 
messy rituals and processes that shape Bhabha’s work. 

Opposite 
HUMA BHABHA 
House of Traps, 2016 
cork, acrylic paint,  
oil stick and rubber 
93.3 x 56.2 x 50.7 cm

Bottom left to right 
HUMA BHABHA 
Untitled, 2016 
ink, collage and acrylic paint  
on colour photograph 
202.6 x 127 cm

HUMA BHABHA 
Untitled, 2016 
ink, collage and oil stick  
on colour photograph 
202.6 x 127 cm

HUMA BHABHA 
Untitled, 2016 
ink, collage, acrylic paint 
and oil stick on colour 
photograph 
202.6 x 127 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Stephen Friedman  
Gallery, London and  
Salon 94, New York

14 15VAULTART.COM.AU

FEATURES



HUMA BHABHA 
Castle of the Daughter, 2016 
cork, styrofoam, acrylic 
paint, oil stick and wood 
238.8 x 61 x 92.1 cm

Opposite 
HUMA BHABHA 
In the Shadow of  
the Sun, 2016 
cork, styrofoam, acrylic 
paint and oil stick 
186.2 x 30.5 x 52 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Stephen Friedman  
Gallery, London and  
Salon 94, New York
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We are defined by our legacies, and many of the 
grandest sculptural projects in history have been 
memorials of some kind: Ancient Egyptian pyramids, 
Roman sarcophagi, Emperor Qin’s Terracotta Army, 
the Taj Mahal. Bhabha makes human heads and bodies 
from the refuse of construction, commercial and 
consumer activity: unsightly remains that will likely  
be our biggest legacy. There is little doubt that we will 
be long outlived by our waste, but still, Bhabha tells 
me, “I’ve been asked a lot of times, because of the 
way the work looks, will it be able to withstand time? 
How is it going to age?” For her, the idea of the 
monument “is not so much about how large something 
is or how long it’s going to last, it’s more about how  
it makes you feel.” Her exaggerated heads, cavernous 
torsos and fragmented bodies are a disquieting vision 
of what may remain in our wake once our bodies have 
turned to dust. 

Survey exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Art, 
Boston, 2019

Huma Bhabha is represented by Stephen Friedman  
Gallery, London and Salon 94, New York

stephenfriedman.com
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As much as she may stray from what a human body 
‘should’ look like, Bhabha’s sculptural output is 
essentially figurative. Missing limbs, hollowed-out 
heads and torsos, fragmented or truncated figures 
feature throughout, and some bodies merge into the 
chairs or plinths they occupy. “I’m interested in the 
idea of the monster,” she explains, and describes her 
sculptures as “characters on a stage.” In the Shadow  
of the Sun and Castle of the Daughter (2016) are 
oddly proportioned bodies with compressed torsos, 
inhuman heads and oversized feet that form plinth-like 
bases. They are monstrous fencepost guardians. Their 
surfaces are scarred and tortured, but tough and 
resilient, “because that’s how I want it to look…  
[They] might not look very strong, but [they] will 
last.”  Composed in part of non-biodegradable waste 
products, these works embody permanence and 
fragility in equal measure. They teeter on the brink  
of a category error, as social anthropologist Michael 
Thompson explains: “the boundary between rubbish 
and non-rubbish is not fixed but moves in response  
to social pressures.”ii Objects can “slide across into 
rubbish”iii as easily as be transformed into monumental 
sculpture. Bhabha taps into the drama and discomfort 
of this tension. 

Bhabha’s figures take their cues from an eclectic 
range of sources. Ancient monuments figure strongly 
in her mental landscape, as she recalls, “I remember 
very clearly the first time I saw the Parthenon, when  
I was I think nine.” Later she visited the ancient 
Elephanta Caves on an island off Mumbai, with their 
ornate pillars, caverns and sculptures carved into  

a basalt hillside. She also cites the Ajanta Caves in 
central-west India, where stone-carved monuments 
date back to the 2nd century BCE, as an influence. 
There is something of the mysterious, arcane nature 
of these sites in Bhabha’s work. She carves and hacks 
purposefully into cork, wood and styrofoam like it is 
stone, constructing deities for an age of environmental 
devastation and political uncertainty. 

In terms of contemporary statuary, Bhabha somewhat 
surprisingly cites Jeff Koons’ Puppy – a colossal West 
Highland Terrier composed of flowering plants  – as a 
favourite monument. She has a taste for the absurd, 
offering by way of explanation that it’s the “contrast 
between the fragility of the materials, the breed of 
dog he chose and the scale I find brilliant, it’s like you 
are worshipping a giant small dog.” In many respects 
the rough, hand-made sensibility of Bhabha’s work 
could hardly be further removed from Koons’ slick 
production-line aesthetic, but they do share an 
appreciation for – and at times a deliberate conflation  
of – high and low culture. Bhabha is “very influenced  
by science fiction and horror from the '80s,” and 
describes Alien and Terminator as “masterpieces.”  
It is in a space between H.R. Giger and Giacometti, 
Cronenberg and Rauschenberg, steampunk and arte 
povera, that Bhabha’s strange and beguiling aesthetic 
finds its place. 

HUMA BHABHA 
Special Guest Star, 2016 
clay, wood, wire, t-shirt, 
acrylic paint, tin, paint 
brush, horns and steel 
101.6 x 35.6 x 236.2 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Stephen Friedman  
Gallery, London and  
Salon 94, New York

Top to bottom 
HUMA BHABHA 
Untitled, 2016 
oil stick and collage  
on colour photograph 
202.6 x 127 cm

Installation views 
HUMA BHABHA 
Stephen Friedman  
Gallery, London

Courtesy the artist,  
Stephen Friedman  
Gallery, London and  
Salon 94, New York

TO DESCRIBE THE RAVAGED LANDSCAPES OF HER INK-
STAINED PHOTOGRAPHS, OR HER GAPING, BLANK-EYED 
MONUMENTS AS ‘POST-APOCALYPTIC’ OR TO DISCUSS 
THEIR DIY, MAD MAX-LIKE AESTHETIC IS TO ASSIGN THEIR 
NIGHTMARISH GROTESQUERIE TO ANOTHER TIME AND 
PLACE, OR THE FAR REACHES OF IMAGINATION. IT SEEMS, 
HOWEVER, THAT THEY ARE PRODUCTS OF THE HERE-AND-
NOW. HER FIGURES ARE BROKEN-DOWN RUINS, MUTANT 
BODIES COMPOSED OF THAT WHICH CANNOT DECOMPOSE. 
A CHARRED VISION OF WHAT WE WILL LEAVE BEHIND.

18 19VAULTART.COM.AU

FEATURES


