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Homoeroticism has a strong presence in the Visual Arts, displaying the politics and 

gay experience.  Queer art throughout history has been stifled and disparaged, and 

has been read otherwise than in its intended context.  Digging into World history, 

the expression of same-sex love is evident in the pragmatic arts of Greek vases and 

plates, the erotic temple sculptures in India, as well as, in the rituals of various tribes 

of the world, where homosexuality was celebrated and institutionalised.  The 

regressive attitude towards same-sex love gradually infiltrated through Christianity.  

The puritan ideals of Christianity shadowed homosexuality through suppression, to 

the point of murdering gay people.  The artworks involving a display of homoerotic 

ideas were censored, discouraged, ignored and misinterpreted in the dominant 

hetero-normative society.   

There is a need to credit a proper framework, to reveal the erotic implications and 

altogether whether the artist’s conscious or unintentional will to cross the ground 

breaking boundaries.  History has proven these inadvertent Avant-gardes move, 

manifested through artists in different countries of the world, where homosexuals 

fend homophobia.  The geographical belonging defines a person and in turn the 

person defines the world through his moral values, specific to his societal belonging 

which also consists of ignoring, concealing and condemning, their alternate sexual 

preference.  A friction will create overtime and when suppressed the tension will 

burst out in revolt like the Stonewall riots1 of the 1969 in New York, America.  It 

was a great breakthrough in the history of homosexuality.  The revolution it brought 

about is tremendous for the queer community and the arts.   

 

When I came to India in 2015, under the African Scholarship Scheme awarded by 

the India Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR), for my Master’s Degree at the 

Visva-Bharati, Santiniketan, I had moved physically, while the mentality of the 

Indo-Mauritian mind set, on average, was very similar.  Taboo surrounding 

homosexuality in India is much more prominent, while ironically; in the male 

behavioural patterns permeate evident homoerotic gestures.  On Gandhi’s land, it 

is common to see two men walking down the streets, holding hands of each other.  

It is not be unexpected to find males, travelling together in buses or trains, sitting 

or lying down together in a subtlety amorous posture.  Several of the middle class 
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Indian males take their baths commonly by the lakes or by the water taps on the 

roadside.  Draped in gamchas2, cotton towels, it is a pure display of homoeroticism, 

almost provoking a voyeuristic scene.  Bath which is an act of privacy generally 

has been used by artists to depict eroticism.  If the Toilet of Venus had been a very 

common theme in the history of art, gay artists like David Hockney or Bhupen 

Khakhar have also rendered bath in their portrayal of sensuality. 

Gradually, as I developed my interest in talking about same-sex love in my 

paintings, my academic interests intersected with my practice.  An interest to look 

deeper into homoerotic art became acute when I first saw the works of Bhupen 

Khakhar at the National Gallery of Modern Art (NGMA), in Delhi first in 2015, 

then a full retrospective at the beginning of 2016 again in NGMA, on my trip to the 

India Art Fair.  Bhupen who became well-known as the “first pop artist of India”, I 

realised that he was also the first one to have brought his sexuality into discussion 

through his oeuvres.  It was an enlightenment to see him as the Avant-garde of 

homoerotic art in the history of art in India after post-colonial period.  Though, this 

dissertation is definitely not the first one to observe so, as there have been extensive 

researches on Bhupen Khakhar.  This research provides a reading of homoeroticism 

and politics in Bhupen’s paintings.  Coupled with this line of thought, and as a 

Mauritian, I found a parallel between Bhupen Khakhar in India and Ennri Kums 

from Mauritius.  It is a good addition, as this piece of research could be a worthy 

contribution to the writing of a specific area about the art of Mauritius, especially 

related to homosexuality.   

 

The dissertation has been constructed primarily axed on the concept of Avant-

garde.  As the Tate Online Resources defines the application of the term originally 

derived from French, applies to ‘all art that pushes the boundaries of ideas and 

creativity.’  The Avant-garde was historically used for trained soldiers who would 

venture the battle ground devising a strategy for the army to follow.  In these terms, 

both Bupen Khakhar and Ennri Kums can be termed as Avant-gardes.  If Bhupen 

Khakhar, as a gay Indian citizen reintroduced homoeroticism in the Indian art scene 

after the Britsh colonisation, Ennri Kums pioneered the introduction of 

homoeroticism in the history of Mauritian art.  The 1980’s contextualises the time 
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when Bhupen Khahar and Ennri Kums were seeing the world changing through gay 

activism for equal rights.  Through their visits to countries3 ,their expression of 

homosexual desire was finding a conducive space, compared to their own countries 

where hetero-normative puritan ideals are still pervading, each of the two 

mentioned artists were respectively laying the ground for the homoeroticism in their 

art. 

The thesis further looks at the new generations of artists, after Bhupen Khakar who 

are working on the theme of homosexuality.  Sunil Gupta who was a contemporary 

of Bhupen has also been discussed.  It investigates briefly on the political debates 

that they are creating through the representation of same-sex love issues.  An 

analysis of my personal practice has been given, which relates to the next generation 

of Ennri Kums.   

 

1.1. Plotting the Research 

India and Mauritius are two countries which share this common history of 

colonisation and institutionalisation of homosexuality as a crime punishable by law.  

During the British rule, after the abolition of slavery in 1838, a huge number of 

indentured labourers were brought to Mauritius from various parts of India.  The 

Hindu and Muslim families, in Mauritius today, are descendants of the coolies4, 

who were introduced in the island by the British imperialists.  As such, most people 

of Mauritius share similar physiognomic characteristics like Indians.  Various other 

similarities can be traced out between the Hindu and Muslim communities of 

Mauritius and the India, through the cuisine, cultural practices, clothing and 

needless to mention, religious beliefs and practices. 

Besides these shared identities of Indo-Mauritian population and Indians, there 

bears common behavioural social pattern apparent in the family compositions and 

on a broader sense the organisation of the community.  Hence, India and Mauritius 

share similar views on various issues one of which is the prime interest in this 

research is homosexuality. 

A deepening of the keen interest was also confirmed given that the par that Indo-

Mauritian shares in India’s colonial history.  Charles Darwin noted in 1842, when 

he visited Mauritius:  
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“The various races of men walking in the streets afford the most 

interesting spectacle of Port-Louis.  Convicts from India are 

banished here for life…  Before seeing these people, I had no idea 

that the inhabitants of India were such noble-looking figures.” 

 

These “noble-looking figures”, had first started arriving on the island through the 

exploitative systems of slavery of people from the African continent, Madagascar 

and India during Dutch settlement (1638-1710). As Mauritius rapidly became the 

strategic base for the Trade routes, it blossomed into a space of forced contact 

between Africans, Asians and Europeans and the final destination of those enslaved 

from the East Coast of Africa as well as from India.5 

“It was under British rule that Mauritius witnessed its most significant influx of 

people, its most dramatic transitions including the move to independence, and its 

pivotal role  

Fig.1: Labour into Mauritius 
from the 17th Century. Inset 
shows two main historic ports. 
(Adapted from Addison and 
Hazareesingh, 1984) 
 
 
 

in restructuring of labour to 

meet the insatiable of the 

European colonial powers’ 

(Allen, 1999).  The prognosis 

of the 1833 Slavery Abolition 

Act will change the whole 

fate of Mauritian 

demography.  The ‘Great 

Experiment’ by the English Government (Teelock, 1998), would innovate the Indentured 

labour System6 between British India and Mauritius.  Brought on their own will 

compared to slaves, the first influx of Indian labourers came to Port-Louis passionate for 

work, precisely on the 2nd of November 1834 on board of ‘Atlas’ ship.  Unexpectedly, 

they faced almost the same fate as the slaves with poor living conditions and harsh 

treatment at work, though the ‘experiment proved hugely successful as it satisfied 
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the moral climate as well as the economic need’ (Seetah, 2010).  Indians 

continued to migrate in huge numbers, to Mauritius up to the early 19th century 

when immigration stopped. This final influx into Mauritius, the most significant 

in terms of numbers of people, continued up to the early 19th Century when 

immigration came to a halt. Some 450, 000 Indians had arrived from Madras, 

Bombay and Calcutta forming the basis for 70% of the current population 

(Chandrasekhar, 1990).  

 

The great majority of Indian immigrants came from Bihar and spoke Bhojpuri, the 

predominant language of the Mauritian countryside at the end of the 19th century 

(Ramyead, 1985).  Till the present day, the ‘gravitational pull from India is 

strongly felt in Mauritius: it possesses a much stronger Indian flavour than any 

society in the New World’ (Eriksen, 1992).  After India and Nepal, Mauritius is 

the country with the third-largest community of Hindus. 

 

Fig. 2: Entrance of Apravasi 
Ghat, Port-Louis, Mauritius 
 

 

The site where they arrived 

is now named Aapravasi 

Ghat (or sometimes referred 

to as the ‘Coolie Ghat’) (fig. 

2). It was designated a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2006 and has been the location for historical and 

archaeological research detailing the commencement of the Indentured Labour 

Diaspora, an event that instigated the movement of over 2 million people from 

Africa, Asia and Melanesia to European colonial enclaves (Teelock, 1998, 2004, 

2009). Today, the India-Mauritius relations are based primarily on diplomatic, 

political and cultural grounds.   
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1.2. Art and Politics through Queer Lenses 

Same-sex love around the world has created propaganda since ancient times in 

world history.  To provide a solid ground on which the thesis will stand, it was 

important to have an overview of the world evolution of the state of homosexuality 

and homoerotic art in context of the first half of the19th century, considering the 

Bhupen Khakhar (b. 1934) and Ennri Kums (b. 1948).  This section will not only 

help get a general idea about the political and artistic evolution of homosexuality 

but also provide references, which will help enhance the validity of the discussions 

entailed in this dissertation.   

 

Fig.3: Kertbeny Karl Maria, first used the word 
‘HOMOSEXUALITÃT’, meaning Homosexual in 1869 
 

At the time when, Khakhar and Kums saw the world, 

both their respective countries were a British colony.  

The term homosexuality was already coined by the 

campaigner Karl Maria, who first gave the world the 

word ‘HOMOSEXUALITÃT’, in 1869.   

Homosexuality had always been present in all the 

world cultures since the ancient times.  The 

emergence of first evidence of homosexuality appeared as the system of oral 

transmission from generation to generation, came to be recorded as written text.  

The art has also evolved simultaneously with the 

evolution of the state of homosexuality.  

 
Fig. 4: Intercrural intercourse between two male lovers. Attic 

black-figure lekythos, 500-475 BC. Civita Castellana, Museum of 
Agro Falisco, inv. no. 1392. 

 

 

The world history of homosexuality probably starts 

with the ancient Greek traditions, where the practice 

of homosexuality was principally reserved to the army 

and the intellectual class.  The Scholars system was 

education based, in which, an older man called erastes 
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(lover) and his trainee, a younger man or adolescents, usually known as eromenos 

(beloved), would share intimate relationship besides intellect.  The erates having 

sexual intercourse with the eromenos also had a symbolic significance, as it was 

believed a way to impart wisdom as the trainer discharged his semen in the 

beloved.  Justifying same-sex love, Plato in his renowned Symposium states: 

“If there are only some way of contriving that state or an army 

should be made up of lovers and their loves, the should be the 
very best governors of their own city, abstaining from all 
dishonour, and emulating one another in honour, and when 
fighting at each other’s side, although a mere handful, they would 

overcome the world.” Plato, Symposium, 385-380 BCE 

In ancient times all the other world cultures, including Africa and Asia also, 

prized homosexual behaviours. The artefacts dating from that period also bears 

the evidence of homoeroticism, for instance the plates and vases from Greek 

civilization.  However, as Christianity appeared and rose, homosexual practice 

started sinking as an aberration.  Gradually, all the European cultures criminalised 

same-sex love as well as spread their puritan ideals to the Asia countries like 

India, which the British colonised in 1612.  The fate of homosexuality 

deteriorated to suppression and oppression up to the end of 1960s.  The arts 

however flourished through a significant art movement, namely “Pop”. 

Fig. 5: Andy Warhol, Querelle (1982) 

 

The Pop Art movement, which started in 

the 1950s, grew its impetus in the 1960s.  

‘The artists of the Pop Art movement 

reintroduced all of the devices the post 

war Avant-garde artists, in search of 

purity, had purged from their abstract 

and often reductive works. Thus, Pop 

artists revived the tools traditionally 

used to convey meaning in art, such as signs, symbols, metaphors, allusions, 

illusions, and figural imagery’ (Smalls, 2003).  The most influential Pop artists, 

including Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, Andy Warhol and Robert Indiana, 
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gained international recognition.  The Pop Art with the dichotomy of celebrating 

and questioning the “American Dream” also made space for the expression of gay 

identity.  British artist David Hockney also achieved international acclamation and 

took all the liberty of ‘Portraying love and sensuality, particularly in his prints’ 

(Smalls, 2003).    

 
Fig.6: David Hockney, Portrait of an 

artist (pool with two figures), 
1972 

 

The Gay Liberation Movement 

‘in the wake of the Stonewall riots 

of 1969, the doors opened for the 

creation and institutionalisation 

of gay and Lesbian art.  Although 

frequently in controversy with the 

general public, gay and Lesbian art ultimately entered the mainstream of high 

culture’ (Axom, 2004).   

During the 1970’s, photography gained ground in the artistic field for its prompt 

result and, will hence be adopted by artists supporting them in the expression on 

political and erotic views.  Robert Mapplethorpe will emerge in the mid 1970’s with 

his impactful photography, which will ‘set the foundations for the future political 

impact on homoerotic imagery with strong sexual content’ (Smalls, 2003). 

   

Fig. 7: Robert Mapplethorpe, X-Self 

Portrait_NYC, 1978 

 

Almost simultaneously, Gilbert and 

George, two British artists will 

collaborate to produce geometrical, 

hand-tinted and  large sized 

photographic collage, addressing the  

issues of politics, religion and gender 

with ‘homoerotic themes and sometimes 
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combine an aestheticized youthful male beauty to the coupling of the artists 

themselves’ (Michael Lobel, 2000). 

By the end of 1970s, the essence of Modernism was still in focus.  When the works 

of French critical theorists and philosophers like Jacques Derrida, Michael Foucault 

and Roland Barthes appeared in the 1980s, there was a paradigm shift to 

Postmodernism, which is also referred to as Contemporary art.  Neo styles of 

Expressionism, Pop, Surrealism and Abstraction were revived.  There were notable 

artists who along with the revival of styles also reached the “polemical edge” in 

terms of gay identity. Rainer Fetting, the German Neo-Expressionist; American 

Ross Bleckner, a Neo-Abstractionist; and Keith Haring, a Neo-Pop artist, are 

worthy to mention here.   

In 1982, Daniel Cameron organised the first exhibition (Extended Sensibilities: 

Homosexual Presence in Contemporary Art) at the New Museum of Contemporary 

Art in New York, dedicated to gay art and homosexual identity, bringing together 

gay and lesbian artists.  By the late 80s homosexuality in art will also take a deeper 

activism with the new epidemic of AIDS, putting gay people in the art field in focus. 

As queer pioneers in the field of art emerged, a new relation between arts and 

politics started weaving its binaries.  The political aspect was obviously forked 

between the pro-homosexual and the hegemony of the heterosexual ideals of the 

society 

 
Fig. 8: Pierre et Gilles, Le petit bal,  

Hand-painted photography, 2015 
 

 

.   

The obvious dialogue about homoerotic 

desire was clearly not matching the 

established societal norms. Queer 

Avant-garde art will appear in varying 

levels after the Stonewall riot.  The 

artworks with homoerotic contents in 

pre-Stonewall and post-Stonewall 

draws distinct approach in the oeuvres, 
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where artists like Andy Warhol, Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns called upon 

the semiotics to depict their ideas about desires of homoeroticism.  Most of the 

influential artists of the Pop Art school are reputed to be homosexuals, who 

witnessed a transitional period. Evolving through the Stonewall revolution, Warhol 

became more explicit in his works; together with post-Stonewall emerging artists 

like, Robert Mapplethorpe, Gilbert and George and the other duo Pierre and Gilles.   

The art took a more political and erotic expression through the popularisation of 

photography as an artistic tool, which provided instant results compared to the 

traditional mediums.  As such we will see the black and white photography of 

Mapplethorpe ‘would … shock the status quo’ (Smalls, 2003). 

If the Avant-gardes of queer art, in North America and Western Europe, appeared 

in the wake of the Gay Liberation Movement earlier in the 20th century, it was 

timed differently in countries recovering from colonial oppressions which included 

the   criminalisation of  homosexuality.   

 

 
Fig. 9: Gilbert and George, Shitty World, 1994 

 

 

1.3.Queer7 Theory and Queer Studies in the Visual Arts 

During the 1900s, homosexuality started being studied, theorised and 

institutionalised in philosophy and academia. Queer theory, which stemmed from 

the fields of Queer Studies and Women’s Studies in the beginning of the 1900’s, 

made us conscious of an understanding of sexual identity through cultures and in 

various contexts.  ‘Queer constituted a rejection of the hetero-homo binary, and a 

conception of sexualities as non-essential, shifting and transitional, a post-
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structuralist understanding of sexual activities’ while it ‘aimed to provide an 

approach open to all those oppressed by the hegemony of heterosexual norms…’ 

(Jolly, 2000).  As this new concept imbued into academia, prominent theories have 

developed from philosophers like- Judith Butler, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Leo 

Bersani, David Halperin, Jonathan Dallimore, Alan Sinfield, José Esteban and 

Gloria AnzaldÚa.  Queer theory builds upon the feminist concept that, gender is a 

crucial part of the self, as well as, derives from gay/lesbian studies, which questions 

the socially constructed nature of sexual acts and identities.  ‘Lesbian and gay 

studies and queer theory took up the defining challenge of theorising sex and 

sexuality in an analytic framework independent of gender’ (Cossman, 2004).  Queer 

Theory encompasses inquiries into the natural and unnatural behaviour with respect 

to homosexual behaviour as well as the normative and deviant categories referring 

to any nature of sexual activity or identity.  Queer include the dichotomy of queer 

readings of texts as well as the theorisation of ‘queerness’ itself.  

 

Queer studies in the visual arts have urged a revisiting of the past to bring out the 

misinterpreted, ignored, overlooked artefacts under the appropriate light with all its 

entities. Till the date Queer Studies are marginalised in academic institutions, but 

fortunately scholars are thriving to assert it as a mainstream area of study. 

This research is an endeavour to provide a more scrutinised contribution to conjoin 

the Queer Study through the arts of specific artists in their particular context, from 

which I personally belong, and have connections. Queer Studies has help propose 

a piece of writing, which primarily investigates how the artists’ sexual orientation 

affected their art practice, through deciphering the obvious and decoding the 

concealed codes, associated with homoeroticism, hence, providing the space to 

claim our legacy in the artistic field. 

 

 

1.4. Literature Review 

“Aspiring writers should read the entire canon of literature that 

precedes them, back to the Greeks, up to the current issue of The 
Paris Review.” William Kennedy8 
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And I had to indeed start with the Greeks while looking for literature to upon which 

to build up my background for the intended thesis.  A literature provides a ground 

work for the intended topic of work.  It helps find out all the existing information 

related to the theme chosen, and hence validating the research’s originality and 

contribution.  

Vanita and Kidwai (2013) have compiled authentic materials, primarily based on 

literary texts, which trace the evolution of same-sex love in India since ancient 

times.  They have chronologically arranged all the data, starting from Ancient 

Indian Materials, and Medieval materials in the Perso-Urdu traditions and Modern 

Indian Materials, hence connecting the past to the present.  Their introduction at the 

beginning of each of the above mentioned categories provides a consistent analysis 

of the state of homosexuality in India. This edited book has become the reference 

for most of the writing on Indian same-sex love especially those from the ancient 

times.  The unique information available here has been of great significance for my 

thesis, considering chapter 2 which aims to lay out the history of homosexuality in 

India up to the 20th century.  This book has enabled to elucidate one of the initial 

limitations, which consisted of finding concrete information related to history of 

homosexuality in India.  It would be mostly credited to Vanita and Kidwai (2013), 

which has been the backbone for brushing the history of same-sex love on Gandhi’s 

land, providing to cut a custom length to contextualise the background of Bhupen 

Khakhar, which made him an Avant-garde of homoerotic art in Post-colonial India. 

Chapter 3, dealing with the history of homosexuality in art both in India and 

Mauritius, required a more focused study related to the art world.  ‘Homosexuality 

in Art’ by James Small (2003) was one of the supporting book which I came across 

during my research.  Small has traced on the first place the evolution of 

homosexuality in the western world starting from Western antiquity (from Ancient 

Greece to the Roman Empire) through the Middle Ages, the Italian Renaissance up 

to the contemporary period breaking them into two sections; 1700 – 1900 and then 

from 1900 – 2000.  These sections were of considerable support in the brief tracing 

display of the evolution of same-sex love in art, included in this chapter.  Smalls 

addition of the ‘Homosexuality in the Art of the Non-Western World’ (Asia and 

Islam), is a valuable add up which makes the book more unique and of substantial 
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assistance in presenting my own version of the state of homosexuality in India and 

Mauritius (exceptionally the part on China).  However there is no research on 

African continent, which is a consideration in Chapter 3 of this research.  This need 

was met by the literary American Scholar, Claude J Summers’s edited; ‘The Queer 

Encyclopaedia of the Visual Arts’ (2004).  His collaborative project has given three 

sections dedicated to African art, Traditional, Contemporary and American-African 

and African Diaspora.  The cyclopaedia also offered enriching information for 

Chapter 3 with a small entry on Bhupen Khakhar by Eve Millar (2004) under her 

article on Indian Art.   

Theoretical insights which were given in ‘The Queer Encyclopaedia of the Visual 

Arts’, was enriched by the ‘Homosexuality in Art: A History of Ideas’, authored by 

Christopher Reeds (2011).  Chapter 6 from this particular book, entitled Avant-

garde and activism provided the most suited literature to corroborate the dissertation 

title giving in-depth insight on ‘Art and Politics’, giving grounds to develop and 

confirm my arguments through this research. 

Chapter 4, which is a core section of this thesis, was principally informative to 

discuss the life and works of Bhupen Khakar without Timothy Hyman’s monograph 

(1998) on the Indian artist.  Hyman biography on Bhupen acted like an 

intermediary, to some extent, between me and post-mortem Bhupen as compared 

to my direct contact with Ennri Kums.  The biographer brushes a very clear image 

of Bhupen as a gay man in the Visual Arts field of India, prominently in his chapter 

on ‘Sexuality’.  Being a European, Timothy Hyman brings Bhupen to the 

international level through his contextualised arguments and a European 

perspective, though he tries to remain very factual given that it is a biography. 

In this dissertation more thematic approach has been used to suit my research 

objectives, through a queer reading of the artworks.  From all the discussed 

literature above, several other books coupled with numerous journals, press articles, 

exhibition reviews, video presentations have been employed to build up fresh look 

at Bhupen Khahar.  The Mauritian counterpart of Bhupen, relatively few written 

material are available, where this research becomes a valuable piece for the 

Mauritian art scene, creating well-grounded information for further research works. 
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Some of the background readings have contributed to lay the ground in this 

introductory chapter to elucidate contextual settings as well as terms crucial for this 

premise of shared history, shared identity, homoeroticism and politics, and better 

grasp and bind the whole thesis as a coherent piece of writing. 

 

1.5. Objectives 

The purpose of the study is to contribute to an understanding of the state of 

homosexual identity, through art, in India and Mauritius.  It also adds to the analysis 

of how the Avant-gardes of homoerotic themes, in the previously two nations 

mentioned, depicted the issue in question through their works.  Keeping in my thesis 

research quests, the following specific objectives have been outlined: 

 

I. To establish a historical connection between India and Mauritius with 

emphasis to the contextualisation of homosexual identity through art. 

 

II. To analyse the Avant-garde artists in India and Mauritius respectively, 

whose works address homosexual identity. 

 

III. To look at the artists who followed on the thematic approach of 

homosexuality, carrying the legacy of Bhupen Khakhar and Ennri Kums. 

 

1.6.Method and Methodology 

Gray and Malins (2004), state that ‘methods are specific techniques and tools for 

exploring, gathering and analysing information, for example observation, drawing, 

concept mapping, photography, video, audio, case study, visual diary, models, 

interviews, surveys and so on.’ 

 

Methodology is the study of ‘the system of methods and principles used in a 

particular discipline.’ (New Collins Concise Dictionary, 1986)  

 

Based on the definition of Gray and Malins (2004), the method which has been 

reckoned as the most appropriate is observing and hence interpreting the works of 
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Bhupen Khakhar and Ennri Kums as Parsons (1992) says that, ‘interpretation is 

mental activity that results in understanding.  It may be conscious or unconscious 

activity.  It may be laboriously self-aware, or intuitive and taken for granted… 

Interpretation is what we do when we try to understand something, to grasp its 

significance’. It is evident from Parsons’s definition that interpreting Khakhar’s and 

Kums’s works will contribute to the research endeavour of understanding politics 

and homoeroticism in the two artists’ works. 

 

The research is also a case study as it is dealing with the Avant-garde artists of 

homoerotic art in contextualised geographical areas, namely India and Mauritius.  

Thus, the paintings, of the previously mentioned artists, themselves will be the 

primary source material of my study.  My interpretative strategy is grounded in a 

semiotic analysis of these images contextualised in the social conditions, in which 

the artist functioned for Bhupen Khakhar and, still enthusiastically engaged in art 

practice, as far as Ennri Kums is concerned.  My application of this approach is 

based on Atthuser’s9 contention that all system of signification and the products of 

those systems, are inherently ideological in nature; semiotic analysis provides the 

necessary analytical apparatus for decoding the homoerotic representations of the 

ideological constructs that are implicit in both Khakhar’s and Kum’s works. 

 

1.7.Limitations 

In the case of Bhupen Khakhar, artworks only from the phase, when he was working 

on homoerotic theme, will be considered as judged relevant to the proposed title.  

The analysis of Ennri Kums’s artworks will comprise paintings, from when he 

started addressing the theme of homosexual identity, and will be limited to his 

recent body of works on the Doors (2015).  Such a step is deemed important as the 

artist still continues expressing through the theme of homoeroticism.  For purposes 

of analysis and argument, primary emphasis will be given to paintings seen in-situ.  

However, some works will also be taken into account through published 

reproduction, especially for Bhupen Khakhar and from the artist’s official website 

in the case of Ennri Kums.  The Mauritian artist with original name spelled Henry 

Coombes will be referred to as Ennri Kums as per the artist’s personal request. 
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Furthermore, the research is more axed on gay male artists, rather than females and 

the third sex. Primarily because the two artists being discussed are males.  On the 

other hand, without being disrespectful to the female and transgender counterparts, 

it is deemed that they can be studied on a more focused way. 

 

_____________________________ 

Notes: 

1. The Stonewall riot was a revolution by the owners of pubs and bars as well as harassing the queer people.  The 

uprising is a new turn in the world history of homosexuality, which followed to the forming of the Gay Liberation 

Movements. 

2. Gamcha is a thin piece of cotton towel used by most people around India.  It is mostly used by the middle-class 

people.  According to one account I heard from a friend, gamcha are practical for summer as it does not wipe 

away all the water from the body, leaving it moist and hydrated in summer times. 

3. Ennri Kums stayed in South-Africa for several years where he enjoyed full sexual freedom.  Bhupen Khakhar first 

visited London in 1979 when he was invited by Bath Academy of Arts, England, to teach for the first 6 months 

of that year.  There he will find a conducive space for homosexual desires.  

4. Coolie (alternatively spelled cooli, cooly, quli, koelie, and other such variations), during the 19th and early 20th 

century, was a term for an indentured servant indentured to a company, mainly from the South Asia or China. 

5. Details about the arrival of Indian Immigrants from India to Mauritius cropped up through a conversation with 

Gitanjali Pyndiah is a doctoral researcher in Cultural Studies at Goldsmiths, University of London. She worked 

for six years in Mauritius as a lecturer in History of Art and Media Theory at the School of Fine Arts/University 

of Mauritius and as a multimedia developer at the Folk Museum of Indian Immigration. She is currently working 

on the project entitled: “Memoriography: The history that objects hold” 

6. The Indenture Labour System was a process based on an agreement between the British authority and the Indian 

immigrant with a promise of regular wages, housing and a return passage home (Seetah, 2010). 

7. The word queer was first used to mean ‘homosexual’ in the late 19th century; when used by heterosexual people, 

it was originally an aggressively derogatory term. By the late 1980s, however, some gay people began to 

deliberately use the word queer in place of gay or homosexual, in an attempt, by using the word positively, to 

deprive it of its negative power. Queer also came to have broader connotations, relating not only to homosexuality 

but to any sexual orientation or gender identity not corresponding to heterosexual norms. The neutral use of queer 

is now well established and widely used, especially as an adjective or noun modifier, and exists alongside the 

derogatory usage. (Oxford Dictionary) 

8. William Joseph Kennedy (born January 16, 1928), is an American writer and journalist born and raised in Albany, 

New York, the son of William J. Kennedy and to Mary E. McDonald. (Wikipedia) 

9. Louis Pierre Althusser was a French Marxist philosopher. He was born in Algeria and studied at the École Normale 

Supérieure in Paris, where he eventually became Professor of Philosophy. (Wikipedia) 
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Homosexuality is a relatively new term.  Homosexuality can be described as the 

orientation and inclination of a person to have sexual relations with a person of his 

or her own sex. In relation to this definition of homosexuality, such practices have 

always been present in India and European countries like Britain, who were to 

become the colonists of India and Mauritius, and France as well in the same line 

as far as Mauritius is concerned.  There is no better way than to dive into the 

histories to find the presence of a society which once accepted homosexual 

practices but now claim homophobic attitude, especially in the case of India 

 

For a more focused approach, this thesis will delve only with historical evidences 

concerning male to male relationship, leaving aside the not ignorable lesbians and 

transgender (but can undoubtedly be considered in further researches), as the 

chosen artists for the main discourse are males desiring for males.  However, there 

may be occasional overlappings, but only in the interest to better explain the 

intended situation or concept. 

 

Homosexuality is still quite a taboo subject matter in India and Mauritius.  As this 

research investigates into the art of Bhupen Khakhar from India and Enri Kums 

from Mauritius, it is crucial to understand the state of homosexuality in these two 

nations.  A brief about homosexuality from its history to the actual situation will 

not only help better understand the context in which the artist has functioned, in 

case of Bhupen Khahar; and is still in practice as far as Enri Kums is concerned. 

And, also comprehend, how the theme of homoeroticism made these artists 

Avant-guards in their time. 

 

While viewing the laws against homosexuality, it should be made clear that most 

of them were criminalised under the act of sodomy. ‘Onanism, bestiality and even 

coitus interruptus’ (Coward, 1980) also fell under the umbrella of buggery which 

made the definition of sodomy quite problematic. The difference between 

homosexuality, pederasty and sodomy were not always made clear.  Laws 

criminalising act of sodomy therefore did not and does not completely apply to 

homosexual people but to the heterosexuals as well. Sodomy was always referred 
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to as ‘sins against the order of nature’, like the French would say ‘péchés contre 

nature’, which does not categorise any sexual orientations.   

 

A history of homosexuality in India, will support the research with a background 

from which criminalisation of same-sex love occurred.  It also provides contextual 

backdrop at Bhupen’s time.  It will simultaneously apply to the Indian diaspora in 

Mauritius.  Given that Mauritius has a mixed culture, the queer history of men 

will be traced from the countries of Mauritian ancestral origins, which will 

include Africa, China and France.  As for Madagascar, also a country of 

patrimonial root, homosexuality was never criminalised1. 

    

To make the context of criminalisation of homosexuality (both in India and 

Mauritius), clearer, I will first consider the state of homosexuality in England, 

which will help better grasp why the British imposed law against homosexuality 

in these two countries during their rule. 

 

 

2.1. Contextualising the State of Homosexuality in 17th century England 

 

Virginia De Marse in her paper “Sexuality in the 17th Century” exposes the 

situation of homosexuality in England, where homosexuality was condemned on 

biblical grounds2.  This trend continued till the 19th century when Mauritius and 

India were under British reign.  Homosexuality was punishable as act of ‘sodomy 

aka buggery or anal sex’ (De Marse, 2015).  “Men found engaging in sex with one 

another were put in the pillory and pelted with rubbish until half dead.” (Vanita 

and Kidwai, 2013)  The punishment for people convicted of sodomy was capital 

punishment until the ‘progressive’ British anti-sodomy law of 1860, when it was 

reduced to ten years of imprisonment.  

 

In 1895, England, witnessed the conviction of Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) ‘under a 

new law that criminalized ‘indecency’ between men as distinct from sodomy’ 

(Vanita and Kidwai, 2013).  The latter’s excruciations in prison became the cause 
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of his death.  The account of Wilde’s death, through newspapers in English and 

other Indian languages was used as a strategy to instil fear into homosexuality, 

both in Britain and India. 

 

It would be noteworthy that the law criminalising homosexuality was enforced in 

Mauritius and India, by the British, in 1838 and 1861 respectively.  In Mauritius 

though, the law did not involve execution as it was at that time in England.  The 

omission of capital punishment in the formulation of the law in Mauritius may be 

obvious because the British needed people to work and could not afford death for 

its labour force.  As for India, when the law was implemented, Britain had just 

abolished death penalty for sodomy the year before. 

 

 

2.2. History of Homosexuality in India 

 

Though today India’s claim that homosexuality is a western import, is falsified by 

the evidences throughout its history.  These confirmations exist through ancient 

texts, poetries, writings and art.  The latter will be discussed as a separate 

consideration in the next chapter.  As an Indian origin Mauritian, it is unavoidable 

for me, especially, while dealing with homoeroticism, to look at the history of 

homosexuality in India, from ancient time.  

 

In ancient India, homoeroticism existed through the veil of friendship between 

same sex individuals, miraculous sex change and birth, and, a desire for celibate 

life in rejection of marriage, which is supposed to lead to procreation and family 

formation.   

Friendship was and still is of great importance in India.  In ancient text amity 

between same sex persons was depicted as human love and divine love.  The 

tantamount status given to friendship is justified in the almost proverbial phrase 

‘Saptapadam hi mitram’ which means, seven steps or seven words share together, 

constitute friendship.  
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In the Bhagvad Gita3, the friendship between Krishna and Arjuna, ‘said to be 

reincarnations of two Rishis (primal sages) Nara and Narayana’, is stressed.   The 

attachment of these two characters leads to a homoerotic reading, for instance in 

one account where Arjuna is transformed into Arjuni, a woman, so that he can 

contemplate Krishna’s rasaleela4.  In another account, same sex friendship 

medicates the procreation, hence legitimising conjugality.  When Krishna revives 

the dead child of Arjuna, he does so by the ‘power of male friendship constructed 

as the perfect relationship’ (Vanita and Kidwai, 2013). 

Miraculous births in ancient texts also allow homoerotic reading.  Births from 

characters by originally same-sex characters are justified by ‘a disguise, a sex 

change, or an illusion’.  For instance in the Bhagvad Purana from the medieval 

period, Harihara also known as Ayyapa was born from the sexual interaction 

between Shiva and Vishnu, the latter in the guise of Mohini, a woman. 

There are clearer records of same-sex attraction and sexual encounters during the 

medieval Sankritic period.  The Kaushiki Upanishad, prescribes a sacrificial 

ritual5 which ‘is for one who desires to become dear (as life) to any man or 

women, regardless of gender.  There are various manuals/ treaties known as 

“Shastras” and “Sutras”, like the Vatsyayana’s Kamasutra6, and the medical text 

Charaka Samhita and Shusruta Samhita which concern with homosexuality. 

The Kamasurtra refers to men attracted to men, regardless of whether he is 

feminine or masculine, as the ‘third-sex’.  Similarly, grammatical texts such as 

Patanjali’s second-century BC grammar and Jain texts describe three kinds of 

desires - male, female and third-sex desire.  The latter one is said that it ‘could be 

experienced by anyone, regardless of biological sex’. 

Secondly, rebirth fluidises the categories and boundaries like species and gender 

allowing the conclusion that ‘nothing is abnormal or unnatural’.  The most 

important focus of the aspect of rebirth is on the concept that the spirit remains 

attached, through the next birth, to its object of attachment regardless of the form 

taken by the latter.  Marriage has also been depicted as a concept of uniting two 

people of the same sex.  For instance, in the Tamil versions of the Mahabharata, 

Krishna takes the form of a woman and marries Aravan, the son of Arjuna, for 

one night. 
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Slavery and harems grew consequently in medieval periods.  Though slavery was 

present in the pre-Islamic India, it took a different form during Islamic reign.  The 

rulers were greatly dependant on slaves, which consisted mostly of young boys 

from all parts of the world and included eunuchs, for the armies.  This form of 

slavery also allowed space for homosexual prostitution. 

 

However, many nobles are recorded to being attracted to other males regardless of 

Akbar’s (1556-1605) disapproval.  The Sultan of Ghaznah was in love with his 

slave Ayaz as was Mubarak Shah Khalji with Khusro.  Emperor Jahangir, son of 

Akbar to have his personal establishment where he kept little boys for wicked 

purpose.  Sufism and Sufis, the Muslim mystics, have had a crucial role in the 

growth and definition of Islam in India.  Homoerotic metaphors are often used in 

Sufi literatures to express the relationship between divine and human.  Numerous 

Sufis believed that only same-sex love could surpass sex and hence, kept the 

quester from being distracted in his search of spiritualism.  The masuq (beloved) 

who is of worldly love (ishq-I mjazi), was considered a metaphor of ishq-i 

haquiqi, divine love, or the search of the Sufi for a vision of the divine. 

 

Towards the end of the 17th century, Urdu became established as the high 

literature in replacement to Persian.  Autochthonal legendary love stories, some of 

which became very popular, like Heer and Ranjha or Soni Mahiwal, were retold 

altogether with Arab and Persian ones like those of Laila and Majnu, Shirin and 

Farhad, Yusuf and Zulaika, and, Mahmud and Ayaz.  The latter, the only 

homoerotic story was also the only one with a happy ending. 

 

Early Urdu poetry has a large collection of homoerotic poetry.  Poets who were 

inclined towards same-sex love, can be identified through their own writings and 

the writings of others which provide more authenticity.  From Dargah Kuli 

Khan’s travelogue, it is clear that homosexually inclined men were well integrated 

into the culture of cities like Delhi.  Contemporaries who mention the sexual 

preferences of these poets’ homoerotic inclination, indicate that the poets formed 



Chapter 2: Homosexuality: A Brief Social and Political History in India and                   
Mauritius  

 
 

 
Shared History, Shared Identity: Politics and Homoeroticism in the Avant-garde Paintings of 

   Bhupen Khakhar  (India) and Ennri Kums (Mauritius) 
24 

numerous networks with other men who had a preference, disposition, or 

tendency.  The poets used to address the beloved by their names in their verses. 

 

Through the 18th century, a new vogue called ‘iham goi’ (poetry with multiple 

meanings) began.  This style of poetry played on words by alternatively spelling 

and borrowing words from other dialects to invent new meanings.  Abru and 

Hassan were considered the principal votaries.  Through iham-goi, the two latter 

poets introduced homoerotic subtexts into ghazal. 

 

In education, studying texts with homoerotic contents was integrated.  For 

example Sadi’s classic Gulistan, which contains stories of attraction between men, 

was considered an essential reading for Persian students.  The 17th century 

Masnavi by Ghanimat’s  Nau rang-I ishq, describing the love between the poet’s 

patron’s son and his beloved Shahid, was a prescribed text in school. 

 

During the 19th and 20th century modern India, two epochal phenomena 

developed.  Primarily the homophobic voice which was minor and largely ignored 

by mainstream society in pre-colonial India became dominant.  Secondly the 

depiction of love between men is almost silenced entirely while sexual love 

between women increased. 

 

Following the 1857 rebellion, India was officially incorporated into the British 

Empire with Queen Victoria replacing the East India Company, indicated the 

violent end of mediaeval India.  Same-sex love was notified by the 1861 law 

criminalising homosexuality.   

 

The view which the Indian society held vis-à-vis same-sex love and friendship 

was influenced by western legal and medical discourses of homosexuality as 

abnormality or an illness.  Educated Indians, rejecting Victorian values claimed 

that Indian culture was originally similar to Victorian culture and had been 

corrupted during mediaeval period.  The British Puritanism with great emphasis 

on anti-pleasure and anti-sex had a considerable mortmain on the social reform 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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movements that developed in many Indian communities in the 19th century and 

later nationalist movements as well.  Therefore, modern educated Indians equally 

internalised the new homophobia.  In the Kamasutra in the 20th Century’ and 

pseudo medical Do Shiza, for instance, apprise parent on how to protect children 

from masturbation and homosexuality are obviously influenced by Victorian 

campaigns for sexual purity. 

 

Social media as well as writings were censored for their homosexual contents.  

For instance in 1947, Vaikon Muhammad Basheer’s Malayalam novel 

Shabdangal was condemned as immoral because it depicted homosexuality.  So 

was the case of the Hindi novel Ek Sadak Sattavan Galiyan by Kamleshwar, on 

which the 1971 film Badham Basti was based, created a propaganda for the 

storyline relates a truck-driver and part-time bandit keeping a young man. 

 

Depictions of justifying homophobia has also appeared in modern writings which 

appeared in magazines.  For instance Vivek Tandon’s (1984), story which 

appeared in the Illustrated Weekly in April 8-14, 1984, shows the narrator being 

humiliated by a woman for his homosexuality associating it with his inferiority 

complex as a mediocre painter.  Partha Basu’s (1985), surrealist ‘Take One’ 

explores the psyche of a man, traumatised by his father’s homophobia as a child. 

 

In the academics the homophobia is silent.  It became the theme to avoid.  Even 

when borrowing the critical theories from the Western academy, such as 

Marxism, Feminism, Deconstruction and Postcolonial theory, the Indian academy 

has by far neglected gay and lesbian studies.    

 

During the 1980’s, the English language press in India had a more homophobic 

tone.  Today mixed tone is adopted by the English Indian media.  News related to 

homosexuality issues even come on the front page, for instance, in the Sunday 

Telegraph of the 26th February 2017, the front page news read, ‘Call to India to 

Scrap Sec 377’ among other articles. 
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Fashion world and advertisements in India have also brought about an emergence 

of homoeroticism through westernisation.  Branded products like Calvin Klein 

and Newport jeans as well as Chelsea jeans among other with homoerotic toned 

ads have been shown around the billboards of Indian cities. 

 

Besides print media, other social media like radio, television and films issues of 

homosexuality have been more increasing appearing.  The public still adopt a 

homophobic attitude in some cases like that of the movie ‘Fire’ which created a 

huge propaganda by the pro Hindu party Shiv Sena, who set fire in the theatres 

during the screening of the mentioned film. 

 

 

2.3. History of Homosexuality in Mauritius 

 

The history of homosexuality in Mauritius is a quite complex one, rather than 

claiming that there is none.  As we saw in the introduction, Mauritius was 

originally an inhabited island and proper settlement, after the Dutch (1638-1710) 

brief stay, started after colonisation first by the French (1710-1810) then by the 

British (1810-1968), until the independence.  To understand the history of 

homosexuality in Mauritius it is important to consider the origin of the peoples 

that is India, Africa, Madagascar and China, where France is also not ignorable, as 

some French colonists stayed back on the island and their families are still there as 

Franco-Mauritians.  Therefore, the history of homosexuality of Mauritians 

extends to the countries of origin of their ancestors.  We have already seen the 

history of homosexuality in India, and now this part will briefly deal with the 

history of homosexuality in Africa, Madagascar, China and France to 

contextualise that of Mauritius.   

 

The state of criminalisation of homosexuality, through law, that prevails today in 

Mauritius starts from the British rule, who imposed their law on the peoples 

brought from several regions of the world as mentioned above.  In 1838, the 

British brought forward the law which is now under the Section 250 in the 
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Mauritius Criminal code of 1838 stating: “Any person who is guilty of the crime 

of sodomy or bestiality shall be liable to penal servitude for a term not exceeding 

5 years.” Though this law does not directly criminalise homosexuality, it at least 

insinuates the latter through the act of sodomy.  In a sense, law against 

homosexuality in Mauritius is neither legal nor illegal, leaving it vague and 

complicated.   

 

 

2.3.1. Historical Background of Homosexuality in Africa 

 

In his paper, “Homosexuality in Africa: the Myth of Western Decadence Exposed” 

Dustin Newcombe (2002), ‘highlights a few of the many occurrences documented 

of homosexuality in pre-colonial Africa’, citing Murray’s report; “Homosexuality 

in Traditional Sub-Saharan Africa and Contemporary South Africa”.  Murray 

states that contrary to the beliefs that homosexuality is a western import or 

alternatively an influence of Islamic slave traders is a false concept while Lamp 

(2004), confirms that ‘homosexual play and intercourse has been documented 

widely in Traditional Africa and in some cases practised openly’.  There are 

proofs, though ‘scattered and unclear’, of the presence of homosexuality in pre 

colonial Africa.   

1. There is the practice of “uranism” and sodomy among the Semitic Harari 

people of Ethiopia 

2. In Mombasa it has been reported that both male and female homosexuality 

is rather common in the proportion of one in twenty-five adults. 

3. Same-sex social and sexual relationships have also been found out among 

numerous different Ugandan ethnic groups which include the Langi, the 

Itesto, the Baganda, the Bahima and the Banyoro. 

4. The Ashanti people who live in today’s Ivory Coast were reputed in the 

use of ‘male slaves as concubines’ and the latter were treated as ‘female 

lovers’.  In the 19th century, Ashanti people as well as Akan people are said 

to have ‘engaged in cross-dressing and homosexual practices’, which were 

accepted. 
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5. Paying ‘bride price’ to the parents of boys, men used to acquire the former 

in Nzema (Nzima) in Ghana as stated by Itala Signorini (1971) and 

amongst the Azande warriors of Northern Congo as remarked by Murray 

and Roscoe (1998). 

6. Evidences of homosexuals being held in high esteem also exist.  

According to Malidoma Somé, the Dakara of Southern Bakina Faso, gay 

men act as gatekeepers while among the Dogon the great astrologers are 

gay. 

 

 

2.3.2. Historical Background of Homosexuality in China 

 

In ancient China, homosexuality was viewed as a normal facet of life and in some 

cases even valued as exemplary from the ternion of political ideologies, 

philosophies and religion.  

Ming Dynasty literature, such as Bian Er Chai, portrays homosexual relationships 

between men as enjoyable relationships.  Writings from the Lui Song Dynasty 

claimed that homosexuality was as common as heterosexuality in the late 3rd 

century. 

 

Bai Haohong (2015), in his paper entitled Development and Social Reality of 

Homosexuality in China and U.S., states that: ‘According to the ancient novels 

‘Dream of Red Mansions’, ‘Golden Lotus’ and ‘Lizzie’, homosexual phenomena 

are often found in literary works.  ‘New chants of Yutai’ collected the 

homosexuality poems concerning their homosexual feelings.  The expressions of 

emotion are though simpler than heterosexual loves, unique in their own ways.  

Included in the literary anthologies, such poems suggested the tolerance and 

understanding of homosexual loves in the ancient Chinese literary works.’ 

 

Haohong’s (2015) study shows that emperors used to have one or two male sexual 

partners which were recorded in the official history.   He then gives the 

information of the record in form of a table, which can be read as follows. In the 
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Han Dynasty (202-220.B.C.), homosexuality was entered six times while 

previously in the Huang Di period, 2100.A.D. only two records are there.  In Xia, 

Shang Zhou dynasties homosexuality was recorded three times in total.  Dynasties 

Sui (581-618), Song (420-479), Yuan (1271-1368), Ming (1368-1644) and Qing 

(1644-1911), totalled sixteen entries.  Furthermore the author states that male 

homosexuality was evidenced in novels during the Tang Dynasty while in the late 

Ming Dynasty Haohong (2015) states that homosexuality was ‘very common’.     

 

According to Hinsch (1990), the western impact from 1840 onwards, opposition 

to homosexuality began though it did not became firmly established till the 19th 

and 20th centuries through the westernisation efforts of the late Qing Dynaty and 

the early Republic of China.  

 

Homosexuality was banned in China until its legalisation in 1997 and it was 

removed from the official list of mental illness in 2001.  

 

 

2.3.3. Historical Background of Homosexuality in France 

 

For the present study, homosexuality in France Prior to 1600 A.D. will be 

considered, as it deals with the situation of homosexuality in the past history up to 

when the French colonists conquered Mauritius, and ultimately some families 

stayed back during the British rule and after the island’s independence. 

 

Homoeroticism can be traced back from the end of Palaeolithic age, which can be 

evidenced by the some cave graffiti and buildings, ‘phallic statues’ and ‘carved 

double dildos’ at George d’Enfere, France.  Though, the history of homosexuality 

in Europe up to the 13th century are scattered in documentation and written 

evidences account only to some degree, it is known to a great extent that 

homosexuality was punishable by death, under the acts of sodomy, from the 

mentioned latter period. 
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The 13th century, bishop of Orleans, Giovanni was known for being Rodolfo’s, 

who was the archbishop of Tours, lover and also said to have relations with the 

king of which the latter boasted publicly. By 1260, as referred by Bailey (1994), it 

appears in Li Livres de Jostice et de Plet, a collection of customary law 

constituted at that time, ‘sodomites’ caught and proved (sodomite prouvé) on first 

attempt would lose their testicles, lost a body part on the second offence and were 

burned to death on the third recidivism.   Later, in 1283 the coutumes de 

Beauvaisis, imposed burning to death and seizure of the property of the convicted 

sodomites.  Until the 16th century, the persons convicted of homosexuality were 

first judged by the church, which condemned homosexuality under the excuse that 

it was a blasphemy, and then delivered to secular authorities.  It was only in 1533 

that the proceeding of sodomy convicts was transferred to the civil rights which 

pronounced death penalty, usually by hanging.  (Coward, 1980)  Capital 

punishment for male homosexuals continued to be practised. However, the 

situation evolved under Napoleon’s rule, whose code initially ‘made no specific 

mention of homosexuality7 and by 1791 Revolutionary France (and Andorra) 

implemented a new penal code which decriminalised sodomy, hence becoming 

the first Western European country to decriminalise homosexuality.  However, 

Man Ki (2005) mentions that, prosecution and persecution of homosexuals 

continued despite the abolishment of the anti-sodomy laws. 

 

From the above facts put forward, we get to understand how the British 

imposition of their puritan ideological views about homosexuality in Mauritius 

and India affected and still is affecting the condition of same-sex love.  The 

impact of these laws is still a hindering factor for the homosexuals of India and 

Mauritius to lead a proper life and deprived of some Human Rights.   

 

In India, today through the proliferate use of various kinds of media, a more 

explicit debate regarding same-sex love has been engaged.  It is also true that the 

political leaders and organised religious groups still hold a homophobic attitude 

but the public views are gradually changing in a more progressive way.  
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The presence and integration of homosexuality in pre colonial Africa is evident.  

This leads us to conclude that the ancestors who were brought to Mauritius during 

colonial period did not really viewed homosexuality as crime or deviant practice. 

 

From the above data, we can clearly see that at the time Chinese people were 

brought to Mauritius, opposition to homosexuality was not properly established in 

China.  Therefore the ancestors of Mauritian Chinese did not really condemned 

homosexuality.  We can also notice that opposition to homosexuality was a 

western influence. 

 

During the time when French colonists arrived in Mauritius, we can observe that 

homosexuality was progressively, in a much more accepted phase.  Still today, 

many Mauritians issued from a French background, are more open towards 

homosexuality than people of other origins cohabiting the same island. 

 

Today people of these two nations mostly carry the British belief of homophobia 

and deprive their people of some rights like full freedom of expression, marriage 

and child adoption by same-sex partners. However, today the freedom of 

expression towards homosexuality has been taken by artists, worldwide, in their 

practice.  Homoerotic artworks can be seen even from countries where 

homosexuality is still criminalised and is a taboo.  Was it always same? 

Especially, for the artists, Khakhar and Kums, who considered in this dissertation.  

Probably a look at the history of homoerotic art from the two latter artists’ 

ancestral background might help better understand and hence contextualise the 

Avant-guard step taken by them. 

 

 

 

_____________________________ 
Notes: 

1. The penal code provides for a prison sentence of two to five years and a fine of two to 10 million Ariary ($900 to $4,500) 

for acts that are “indecent or against nature with an individual of the same sex under the age of 21.” (2011 Country 

http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/186425.pdf
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Reports on Human Rights Practices: Madagascar, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, U.S. Department of 

State, page 26) 

2. Homosexuality was primarily criminalised as being ‘offensive in the sight of God and contrary to Christian doctrine’. 

(Coward, 1980) 

3. The Bhagvad Gita is the Hindu sacred ‘song of God’ composed around 200 B.C. and incorporated in the Mahabharata.  It 

contains a discussion between the Hindu divinity, Krishna and the Indian human hero Arjun, about the human nature and 

the purpose of life. (Wordweb) 

4. Rasaleela or Raslila is considered to be a significant phase in the life of the Lord. This time is referred to that phase of 

his life when he grew up from a child to a young teen. Before setting his path towards Mathura, in order to accomplish 

the task of his life (to kill his uncle, Kansa), he grew up in Vrindavan, playing around with Gopis on the banks of River 

Yamuna. He was mainly famous amongst the Gopis for the mischievous pranks he played on them.  So immense was 

their love the Gopis forgot about the rest of the world and involved themselves playing and dancing with the Lord. They 

spent a quality time enhanced further with music, songs and mischievous activities. 

Read more at http://www.theholidayspot.com/janmashtami/krishna-rasa-leela.htm#zTR3o1ph5rvRbsd4.99 

5. ‘When the sacrifier rubs the butter over his limbs and tries to approach or touch the desired people or even converses 

with them from windward, ‘He becomes beloved indeed.  They long for him indeed’. (Vanita and Kidwai, P.45) 

6. The Kamasutra is the world's oldest book on the pleasures of sensual living. There is no one single author for the text. It 

was originally compiled in the 3rd century by the Indian sage Vatsyayana, who lived in northern India. Vatsyayana 

claimed to be a celibate monk, and that his work in compiling all of the sexual knowledge of ages past was for him a 

form of meditation and contemplation of the deity. Written in a rather complex form of Sanskrit, the Kama Sutra is the 

only surviving textual account of that period of ancient Indian history. The title of the text, Kama Sutra, literally means 

"a treatise on pleasure." (http://www.alternet.org/story/86582/a_brief_history_of_the_kama_sutra) 

7.   “though homosexuals were tried under the provisions of article 330(“outrage public à la pudeur”) and 334 (“attentat aux 

mœurs, en existant, favorisant ou facilitant habituellement à la débauche ou la corruption de la jeunesse de l’un ou de 

l’autre sexe au-dessous de l’âge de vingt ans”)  
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Through a general look at the state of homosexuality in India and Mauritius, it can 

be noted that the arts have been tinted gay since ancient times.  It also reads the 

indication (in the way the artworks have been executed), of whether 

homoeroticism in art was political and activism, as are almost the entire 

contemporary art is read today.  The history of homoerotic art in India and 

Mauritius, also acts as a means to understand how the space, which was more 

permissive for homoerotic artistic practice evolved regressively, and ultimately 

created a crenel which has produced Avant-guards in the post-colonial homoerotic 

art of the two latter countries. 

Homoeroticism has been present in the history of art in almost all of the major 

cultural realms around the world; Europe, America, and Asia, among others.  

Homosexuality as we have seen in the previous chapters (1 and 2), has been a 

common practice in a more integral way which has allowed space for artists to 

express their ideas, fantasies and observations.  In most of the countries which 

were colonised by the European imperial rulers, like India, homoerotic expression 

through art as a whole has been discouraged and, ultimately wiped out in triumph 

of a dominant heterosexual norm, which advocates homophobic attitudes and 

behaviours. 

The Mauritian context is different.  Tracing any history prior to colonisations of 

the island is absent, for, as it was mentioned earlier in the Introduction that 

Mauritius was an inhabited place.  Therefore, as in the tracing of a historical 

background of the country, the origins of the people have to be analysed.  Here 

again, as a reminder, the historical backdrop of Mauritian people extends to 

countries including; India, China, Africa, Madagascar and France.  The art history 

of Mauritius is relatively new, formed after independence.  All the art that have 

been produced in the 49 years of independence, especially, that of Ennri Kums, 

automatically effects from the reigning politics. 

A look at the history of art will not only help raise questions around the politics of 

Khakhar and Kum’s paintings but, also understand in a coherent way how 

homosexuality in art became polemical.  As pioneers, the only reference points for 

the Bhupen and Ennri would have been their own histories.  Considering the 
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homosexuality in the history of art as a locus, it also clarifies whether these two 

ground breakers in the art field have tried creating a bridge to history or 

completely cut off from the past in favour of a more contemporary look at the gay 

identity politics. 

 

3.1. Homoeroticism in Indian Art: A Retrospective 

The country’s background, from which Bhupen Khakhar comes, has a wide 

expanse of millenniums of heritage from which the homoerotic art also plays a 

crucial role.  While looking at the state of homosexuality, one cannot ignore the 

arts of that time. 

Depictions of sex and sexualities from the history of India, is popular among some 

people of the world.  The Khajuraho temple, for instance, is by far the most well-

known for its portraying of sexual revelry, which though marginalised, includes 

homoeroticism as well.  However, India has treasured a considerable amount of 

homoerotic art over its long history has been researched by some scholars.  The 

results are sometimes unexpected, as it has led to the very earliest civilizations. 

Eve Millar (2004), in her essay has traced a possible homoerotic depiction in the 

Indus Valley Civilisation (a.2700-1900 B.C.E).  She accounts the discovery of 

one of the hundreds of steatite (a kind of soap stone), measuring between 2.3 to 

3.8 cm, a possible lewd depiction of Shiva adorned with a horn headdress in a 

rather erect state.  No evidences have been found thereafter up to the ancient 

Sanskritic timeline put timeline of India. 

During the ancient and mediaeval Sanskritic period in India, most of the issues 

pertaining to homoeroticism are found in the texts and treaties, as seen in chapter 

2, while scarcely rendered in the visual arts.  However, we can read the 

association of corporal bliss with spirituality in whatever meagre evidences have 

been documented.  Smalls (2003) and Millar (2004) both have described the 

homoeroticism in the well-known architecturally sculptured temples. Devdutt 

(2000) states:  ‘According to ancient treaties on architecture, a religious structure 

is incomplete unless its wall depicts something erotic, for sensual pleasures 
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(kama) are as much an expression of life as are righteous conduct (dharma), 

economic endeavours (artha) and spiritual pursuits (moksha)’. 

Although most of the carvings depict principally a wide array of heterosexual 

couples in numerous sexual positions, called mithuna or maithuna, there exists a 

few homoerotic depictions as well.  

Fig 1: Monk and Layman, 
Khajuraho Temple, 10th 

century,  

 

 

One such example is the 

stone sculpture portraying 

a monk and laymen 

(Fig.1) which is on the 

Kajuraho temple of the 10th century.  In the artwork, two men can be seen, the 

monk easily recognisable from his beard, hairstyle and sacred string from his left 

shoulder to the right hip while the layman on the right hand side, stands naked in a 

relaxed posture, is paying homage, evident by his folded hands, to the monastic.  

This sacred visit seems to have taken a sexual turn as the devotee allows the saint 

man to hold his penis in an almost squeezing way.  J. Smalls (2003), stating the 

existence of demotic homosexual involvement in austerity writes: ‘For both 

monks and nuns. The monastic life provided the opportunity to engage in intimate 

relations with same-sex partners.  The same-sex environment of the monastery 

fostered a preponderance of 

homosexual relationships 

between the working monks, 

especially between those 

assigned to large 

monasteries’. 

 

Fig. 2: Man receiving Fellatio, 
Laxman Temple, Khajuraho. 

954 C.E. 
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Already, the presence and practice of homosexuality raised to the level of 

spiritualism can be assimilated.  More sexually explicit depictions of 

homoeroticism is also evident in some of the other temple sculptures. 

Fellatio has also been a common aspect in the depiction of homosexuality in the 

old temple carvings.  The exact spiritual connection of the oral sex is quite 

unknown but it reminds of the version of the Shiva Purana where Kartikeya is 

born when Agni swallowed Shiva’s semen.  Eve Millar (2004), mentions of 

sculptures on the Laxman temple of Khajuraho 954 C.E.  Figure 2, shows what 

part of an ‘orgiastic scene featuring a couple copulating within a group’.  In this 

image we can see a man in reclining posture, receiving fellatio from seated man.  

It reminds of the sculpture of the Monk and Layman above, but apparently here it 

seems an engagement between two monks.  

Millar (2004), also cites of another 12th century C.E. Shiva temple in Bagali. 

Chola/ Chalukya, depicting a giant man holding his phallus of enormous 

proportion which is slung around his neck like a feather boa, while another man, 

smaller in size kneels on the gargantuan man in attempt of a fellatio.   

Homosexuality or rather sexuality in 

Buddhist art attains significance 

through Tantrism, an esoteric belief 

system.  As a cult within Buddhism, 

Tantrism “aimed at harnessing erotic 

energy for spiritual transcendence” 

(Saslow, 1999).    

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Erotic miniature painting on 

marble depicting an amorous couple of 

men on bed, India, 20th century.  
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During the late medieval Urdu/ Persian tradition in India, homosexuality became 

more visual through the art.  Under the Moghul king Babur’s rule, the 13th 

century Indian, the sex manual called the Koka Shastra, was translated by an 

anonymous1 miniaturist.  These illustrated books, of paintings combined with 

calligraphy were treasured items and had a large clientele of Indian, Chinese and 

Japanese frequenters. 

James Smalls (2003) mentions of erotic album paintings depicting sexual 

intercourse which was considered to be simultaneously as sex-instruction manual 

and spiritual sex act.  The Kamasutra was illustrated as well in ‘album miniature 

paintings’, which were highly reckoned at the Indian courts.  

 
Fig.4: Muhammad Qasim, 

 Portrait of Shah Abbas and His Page, 
1627 

 

 

One example of such illustrated book is the 

Haft Awrang (Seven Thrones, 1556-1565) 

commissioned by Sultan Ibrahim Mirza2.  

In one scene entitled The Fiddle Old Lover 

is knocked from the Rooftop, in which, a 

young man rejects the advances of an older 

man.  In yet another book, The Dervish 

picks up His Beloved’s Hair from the 

Hamman Floor, where a Sufi mendicant 

intense love and self-mortification 

resulting in rejection from a young man 

becomes the cause of his death.  In repentance the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

young man becomes a dervish for the Sufi’s sake.  The illustrations in this book                                                                                                                                                              

adopting simultaneously a top and bottom view are minutely detailed.   

Miniature paintings of homoerotic contents also became very common during the 

Moghul period.  Delvin describes those miniatures as a ‘cult of dandy’ depicting 

the lavish life style of the usually male models.  This form of art reached its height 
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in Persia’s Safarid dynasty (1502-1736).  In advertence to the Portrait of Shah 

Abbas with a Yong Page (1627) by Muhammed Qasim3 (See Fig.4), the handsome 

Shah and his lover are enfolded in a tender embrace.  The page also figures in 

other portrayals of the Shah, ‘sometimes behind his master, gazing at him 

lovingly’.  The artist Riza-I Abbas has also been document on working for Shah 

Abbas capturing scenes of various sensualities like young men inhaling perfume 

of the flowers or being induced by older man.  One critic went to the extent of 

classifying these artworks as, pin-up boys for homosexuals. 

 

Fig.5: Indo-Persian Homosexual Manuscript. 
Mughal Empire or British Raj, India. 19th century 

 

As it was mentioned in the previous chapter, 

the Mughals revisited the Kamasutra, taking 

the latter as an inspiration to illustrate 

eroticism for the pleasures of the Shahs.  The 

artists of the Mughal courts have also 

illustrated 

gay sex 

which seems 

to have its 

root from the 

Kamasutra 

as in Figure 3, which paints the pose mentioned 

in the text. 

 

 
Fig.6: Two men engaged in sexual intimacy, 

bought from a craft shop in Delhi, 2016.  
Personal collection. 

Today hand painted almost explicitly 

pornographic, miniature paintings are sold in some craft shops of India.  These 

paintings have been executed by today’s painters in analogous style of the Mughal 
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miniatures depicting same sex love.  One of my personal collections (see Fig. 6) is 

in a similar format to that of an original painting (see Fig.5), dating from the 

Mughal era. 

James Smalls concludes that the (homoerotic) art of India met ‘with an end to any 

and all practices and imagery of erotic nature, primarily by the conservative 

Bhramin sect’ who had a dominating authority over ‘religious practices and social 

mores’.  Later on with the British colonisation, the Bhramins, backed by the 

British, who levied their own Victorian ideals on the Indian society, to ‘pursue 

other Hindus and close down the erotic temples. 

 

Since the colonisation of India by the British, homoeroticism got almost 

completely muted, until Bhupen Khakhar, just like the expression of homoerotic 

nature got silenced as we saw in the previous chapter. 

 

3.2. Homosexuality in Chinese Art: A Retrospective 

As we saw in chapter 2,  Smalls confirms that homosexuality in China dates back 

to the Bronze Age (C.1100 – 256 BC) and that the literary and physical evidences 

proves that homosexuality was acceptable, even common among different classes 

and occupations.   

Most of the materials to perceive the importance of homosexuality in early 

Chinese culture are through the literature.  Visual art representing same-sex 

attraction gradually became common with the passage of centuries, which can be 

attributed to the development of the printing technology and developed during the 

Ming Dynasty.   

Prior to the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) few images survive intact attesting the 

proliferation of homosexuality in China, while during and after the particular 

period there was the ‘golden age of erotica and books’.   

In the late Ming Dynasty, graphic representation of same-sex love consisted of 

watercolours and oil paintings on silk.  Saslow says that these works ‘crowned a 

long tradition whose earlier prototypes were all destroyed by the Qing invaders.’ 
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These paintings, often delicate in drawing and design, were reproduced in ‘colour-

printed multiples as individual sheets as well as used for erotic books, albums or 

scrolls. 

Fig.7: Couple of Actors, 
Silk painting, Qing 
Dynasty  

 

During the Qing era as 

Chinese theatre, opera 

and drama flourished. 

So did male 

prostitution.  Besides 

emperors having male 

favourites as their 

keeps, male brothels catering for actor-prostitutes and their literati patrons thrived.  

These actor-prostitutes figure in many of the Qing period paintings.  One such 

example is figure 7. 

Parallel to these images (Figures 7 and 8, for instance), several love manuals 

depicting the gamut of homoerotic 

scenarios were there. 

Fig.8: Under the Mulberry Tree Panel 

from Spring Flowers and Autumn 

Moon, Ming dynasty album. Paint on 

paper. Bertholet Collection, 

Amsterdam. 
 

In 1644 when Qing conquered 

China, sexual art declined under 

the dual pressures of Western 

homophobia and the rise in  
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confusion asceticism.  On the account of western influence, China within the span 

of a few generations shifted from relatively tolerant society to one openly hostile 

to homosexuality. 

 

3.3. Homosexuality in African Art: A Retrospective 

African arts are quite complex in judgment of the western canon.  There are no 

definition and boundaries like the western ‘compartmentalisation and 

categorisation, making it more holistic in nature.  The African art forms are 

traditionally an ‘integration of sculpture, costuming, sound, movement, oral 

narrative, and theatre, which are sometimes undistinguishable.’  (Lamp, 2004). 

The manifestation of homosexuality, although well-known in African rituals, its 

expression in painting and sculpture is practically unknown.  These ritual 

performances are difficult to decode even through the metaphoric language of art.  

Homosexual traditions and contemporary homosexuality are not mutually 

exclusive like its art.  He further explains the blending, in the handling down of 

traditions with the transition or the ‘handed across’, in varying degrees.  This can 

also lead to the conclusion that the history of African art can also be traced trough 

contemporary practice of these traditions which have been handed across through 

generations. 

 

Fig. 9:  Atal of Akwanshhi, Carved stone, 

Cross River region, Nigeria 

18th-19th century 

 

African arts are very homoerotic in the 

sense that there exists a common 

depiction of the phallus. There is the 

existence of singular phallic sculpture, 

citing as example the totemic earthen  

 



Chapter 3: A History of Homosexuality in Art in India and Mauritius 
 

 
Shared History, Shared Identity: Politics and Homoeroticism in the Avant-garde Paintings of 

   Bhupen Khakhar  (India) and Ennri Kums (Mauritius) 
45 

shrines, among many groups in the Sahel like the Dogon, Batammaliba and Lobi 

tribes.  The sexual realism is amplified by pouring white meal on the rounded top. 

Along the cross Rive in Nigeria, large vertical stone pillars known as Akwanshi 

had been found out before colonial period.  These stone structures are usually the 

size of a grown up person and represent an erect penis with a crystalline head and 

shaft, making it resemble as a truncated human figure (fig.9).  

Phallus like wooden clubs is also known to be carried by male South African 

Zulus during their initiations.  Reverence to a great male founding spirit2 in the 

form of a gigantic shaft made of fibre, measuring approximately 20 meters tall 

occurs in the Baga of Guiena.  This pragmatic art structure is topped by a wooden 

bird’s head and is carried inside by as many as 20 men. 

The Yoruba god of confusion, the cross-roads, chance and sex, Eshu is 

represented with a wooden phallus sprouting from the top of his head.  Wooden 

carvings of ancestral chiefs are usually chiselled with huge phalluses bringing 

forward the fertile power of ancestors can be found in Ndengese of Congo 

(Kinshasa).    Among the Yaka of Congo (Kinshasa), the initiation ritual known as 

Nkanda is processed with the dance performance of male officials wearing erotic 

masks called Kholuka.  These props often depicts single male figure with an 

enormous erection, very realistically formed and sometimes shown in 

masturbation.  The dance demonstration usually erotic in nature involves pelvic 

thrusts, carrying a wooden phallus and sometimes shedding of clothes to reveal 

one’s own erect sexual organ.  In the South of Sahara, an early 20th century ivory 

carving from Vili of Congo (Kishasha) which is now in a private collection in 

Antwerp, Belgium, depicts two men holding each other’s genitals together with 

two men carrying a phallic staff while one man showing his own erection. 

The privileged status of phallic forms which is claimed to be in honour of 

ancestors boosting fertility or invigorating the dead, can rather be read under the 

light of homoeroticism as does Lamp stating that ‘it cannot be seen other than 

same-sex attraction of some sort and perhaps symbolic mutual masturbation’.   
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It can be observed that homosexuality has attained a special status as it is an 

integral part in numerous African ritual performances.  As Lamp (2004) says, 

‘Ritual contexts have (also) provided for the acceptance of homosexuality as a 

stable category and for some rare cases of homosexual marriage within 

traditional African societies’.   

 

3.4. Homosexuality in 18thand Early 19thCentury Art in France 

France history of art is not ignorable of the homoeroticism including lesbianism.  

Christopher Reed (2011), has described women aristocrats of the courts were the 

patrons of several paintings which has a lesbian reading, making Francois 

Boucher (1703 – 1779), one of the favourite artists of the French courts.   

Gay depictions were also present in the 18th century France.  The homoerotic 

contents were disregarded in a rather gratifying meaning of male nudes.  As Reed 

(2011), states that: ‘Anxiety over the meanings of the male nude was especially 

strong in France.  Since the 17th century, French artists had followed 

Renaissance conventions that made the heroic male body- especially the male 

nude- a symbol for a range of civic virtues.’ 

Fig. 10: Anne-Girodet, 
The Sleep of Endymion, 

1791 
 

 

‘Technical skills and 

narrative 

sophistication’ 

(Reed, 2011), in the 

representations of the 

male nudes was in 

fact the sole focus of 

teachers and critics.  Male nude painting also led to the highest honours of the art 

academies where this competitiveness was exclusively reserved for men.  Display 

of homoeroticism by male artists were encouraged although it was implied for a 
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more academic purpose, but we can still read an underlying pleasure of male 

bodies by mostly male dominated art field.   

Anne-Louis Girodet Trioson’s painting of Endymion (fig.10), in that sense has 

encouraged the artist in the traditional depiction of Endymion, as he excludes 

Diana, the lover of Endymion and the huntress goddess in the Greek Mythology, 

from the scene.  Instead we see a handsome man in sleep focused by the light on 

him, and as adolescent winged male probably Eros gazing on him.  This recalls 

the Greek tradition where adolescents boys were handed to grown up males for 

training but also shared intimate sexual activities.   

Fig. 11: Ingres, The 
Envoys of 
Agamemnon, 1801 
 

 

Even in the 

beginning of the 

19th century, 

mythological 

themes became a 

justification in the 

depiction of 

‘amourous male 

couples with implications about the sexuality of the artists’ (Reed, 2011).  The 

painting of Jean-Auguste Dominique-Ingres, representing Achilles visited by 

Ambassadors of Agamemnon (1801) (fig.11), won him a prize for his skill in 

male figures, both nude and dressed.   

However, the growing categorisation of masculinity and femininity from dress 

codes to behavioural patterns as well as an anxiety of deviance from those norms, 

saw a drastic steady display of male nudes at major exhibitions in Paris after the 

1780’s until it almost disappeared by the end of the 19th century. (Reed, 2011) 
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Therefore, in the early 18th century, when the French landed in Mauritius, the art 

of homoerotic representation was a common practice.  As it has been noted, both 

males and females enjoyed same-sex love depictions up to at least the late 18th 

century.  The French people in Mauritius during that particular time period were 

more unbiased about homosexuality in art, probably a tradition which they have 

continued to inherit to their Franco-Mauritian generation.  This can even be 

evidenced today by the more open mindedness of the French descendants in 

Mauritius, though not fully, because of the presence of other religious politics 

 

The evolution of masculine and feminine behavioural conduct in the European 

cultures saw the settling down of an exclusive heterosexually dominated society.  

The impositions of the Victorian norms by the British in all their colonies 

criminalised homosexuality, which consequently discouraged homoerotic 

representations in art, especially, in India.  Though it may seem that the British 

Empire is constantly being blamed for criminalising homosexuality, just like 

today we blame many of our actions as a result of climate change, evidences from 

the period of colonisation, especially, the gift of Section 377 to India and the 

Mauritian criminal code testifies it.  

The Indian puritan ideology which seems evident as a western import saw the 

complete eradication of homoerotic art, which was one rose to the level of divine 

spiritualism.  As such, after independence, any artist who was to approach the 

theme of homosexuality in their art practice would have made them an Avant-

guard, because they would be breaking the ground of untouched taboo since the 

British colonisation and still prevails till date.  Bhupen Khakar, in that sense, is 

seen to be that ground breaker in Indian art.  Though, Khakhar did not continue in 

the same traditions as his ancient predecessors. It is obvious that he was somehow 

restricted by the new norms of colonisation and post-colonisation, which also 

contextualises his depictions of homosexuality. 

In almost the same line as Bhupen, Ennri Kums is also the Avant-guard of 

homoerotic art in a Mauritian context.  However, Kums use of symbols, on one 

particular icon which keeps repeating in many of his paintings, the fascinus, is a 
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reference from ancient history of Rome.  Kums has somehow created a bridge 

between the past and the present through his symbolisms.   

Both Bhupen and Ennri have consciously taken the freedom of expression as arm 

of the present society, to recreate a space which allows for homoerotic expression 

in art.  The two artists, though completely distinct, from each other, in their 

pictorial representation, have at one point or another revisited the histories to 

either borrow themes or symbols to create a more contemporary voice in the 

depiction of homoeroticism.   

 

 

________________________________ 

Notes: 

1. Delvin (2012), states that the Islamic artists of that time preserved their anonymity in figurative artworks of 

human figures and animals as these depictions are perceived as ‘Un-Islamic’. 

2. Sultan Ibrahim Mirza (April 1540 – 23 February 1577), was a Persian prince belonging to the Safavid Dynasty.  

He is famous as a patron of the arts, principally the Persian miniature. 

3. Muhammad Qasim was responsible for a number of paintings for albums, portraits of dervishes, young women, 

cup bearers and princes. He also illustrated a copy of Firdawsi's Book of Kings dated 1648, now at Windsor 

Castle, and also a copy of Navai's Suz va Gudaz at the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin. The artist has a 

particular way of depicting knotty trees that borrows from both Chinese and European models. He also painted a 

number of female nudes. A skilled portraitist, he attached much importance to expression, sometimes to the 

point of caricature. Here, as often, the scene is constructed on the diagonal. (http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-

notices/shah-abbas-i-and-his-page) 

4. ‘Alternatively, a heavy wooden vertical shaft in the form of a huge serpent may represent the founding male 

spirit which is balanced on the top of the dancers head’ (Frederick Lamp, 2004). 
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The 10th of March 1934, colonial India, precisely in Gulalwadi, Bombay will see 

the birth of a baby, gendered male in the Khakhar family, Bhupendra to be 

recalled as Bhupen.  He is the youngest of the siblings among the four offspring of 

Mahalakshmi and Parmanand Khakhar.  At the time of Bhupen’s birth, two of his 

sisters were already aged 21 and 16.  The begetter, who had a small cloth shop, 

would pass away when the boy was just 4, because of heavy drinking.  One of his 

sisters will shelter the whole family under her roof.  The quadripara will exert an 

overarching character in the family, with all her ‘ambitions and hopes’ vested in 

Bhupen. ‘The Khakhars were originally artisans, and came from the Portuguese 

colony of Daman.’  Bhupen’s biographer Timothy Hyman (1998), mentions the 

fluency of the family in Gujarati, a language they spoke at home, as well as 

eloquent in Marathi, and Hindi but not in English.  They would speak Gujarati in 

a Bombay dialect, imbued with Hindi and American phrases.  This kind of 

‘patois’, will be reflected in Bhupen’s earlier short stories, yet another passion of 

the latter, besides painting.  As a painter, Bhupen Khakhar will also struggle over 

years for quite an equivalent pictorial idiom. 

 

Fig. 1: Mahatma Karamchand Gandhi, an 

inspiring figure for Bhupen Khakhar 

 

 

After his primary education from a local 

school, Bhupen attends Bombay’s 

Modern School. There, he excels in 

Mathematics, but his aspirations lies in 

the arts.  The period of 1949-1962, in 

post independent India, several crucial 

occurrences will mark Bhupen’s life and 

career.  Aged 16, Bhupen will be much 

influenced by Gandhian ideals as Hyman 

(1998), quotes Bhupen’s revelation from 

Desai (1983) as cited by Hyman (1998): “I used to wear only homespun khadi 

clothes… slept on a rough coir mattress, started maintaining a diary religiously.  
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Noting down everything- good/bad, sensual thoughts, discharges in sleep… True 

to the Gandhian prescription, I used immediately to take bath twice with cold 

water following thoughts about sex…” 

 

Fig. 2: Dostoevsky from whom  

Bhupen derived philosophical ideals 

 

 

The need to keep the truth, about his sexual 

orientation, concealed with lies will always haunt 

Bhupen Khakhar until finally, he decided to come 

out.  Models of his philosophy of ‘spiritual 

goodness, of right living’ will see the addition of 

Prince Myshkin and Aloysha Karamazov, through 

his readings of Dostevsky. 

Though his school art master considered him ungifted, Khakhar will enrol for 

evening art classes at the Sir J.J. School of Arts in Grant Road, Mumbai, on the 

second floor of a dilapidated building.  Bhupen recalls to his biographer, Hyman 

(1998): ‘We had to climb wooden stairs in total darkness’.  There, the aspiring 

artist would learn flower observations, free hand drawings and nude classes on 

Sundays against an extra fee of 10 rupees, for the model, a prostitute.  He will 

obtain his diploma, for which he had to struggle for Rs 500. 

Bhupen Khakhar had been, simultaneously with his part time art classes, 

achieving degrees through his matriculation at the University of Bombay, first in 

Economics, followed by a B.Com in Public Finance and Administration and 

ultimately a B.Com in Accounts and Auditing.  After three years of articleship, 

Bhupen was now a chartered accountant ready to enhance the financial security of 

his middle-class family.  The artist will ironically be an accountant for most part 

of his life, constrained by kinship responsibilities. 

From 1954, Bhupen together with his childhood friend Sunil Kothari1, who 

became a prominent dance critic and an elderly artist friend Pradumna Tana, 

started visiting art exhibitions.  He will also go to the various libraries in Bombay, 

including The British Council and The Royal Asiatic Society among others for art 
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books.  The intellectual circle he develops in these edifices, would fork his 

interests as an aspiring writer but also as an aspiring painter, though his friends 

tended more towards philosophy and literature.   

 

4.1. Forging the Artistic Path 

It was in 1958, during his accountancy exams that Bhupen Khakhar would make 

his most important encounter in the person of Gulam Mohamed Sheik2, which 

would concretely shape his artistic endeavour.  He came across Sheik’s writings 

through Sunil Kothari.  Gulam Mohamed had attended the Faculty of Fine Arts at 

Baroda, newly founded at that time.  Hearing about the institution from Sheik, 

Bhupen became really interested in pursuing art education.  However by 1960, 

Khakhar still found himself at the Sir J.J. School of Arts where he claims to have 

learned nothing because of his teacher’s gender bias, in favour of the girls. 

In 1961, Bhupen was studying graphics and woodcuts under Vasant Parab3 whom 

he considers his first teacher.  By then, Gulam Mohamed Sheik was already a 

Faculty member of Baroda.  He encouraged Khakhar to come to Baroda in 

response, after viewing the latter’s portfolio. 

1962, found Bhupen Khakhar landing in Baroda, where he joins a two years Art 

Criticism course at the Faculty of Fine Arts for he could not allow himself to 

attend a 5 years course in B. Fine at the age of 28.  At the faculty, he will be 

exposed to art and theory for the first time in a systematic way.  Bhupen discovers 

Pop Art through the British art student Jim Donavan, who was on a cultural 

exchange program.  Pop art was to be a really crucial turning point in setting him 

as a confirmed artist in the Indian and international art field. 

By 1963, Khakhar completed his studies in Art Criticism and makes up his mind 

to become an artist although the strong opposition of his family which was 

obviously grounded on financial stability.  Bhupen will however return to Baroda, 

but also take a part-time accounting job from 1964 – 1968, at Jyoti Limited, a 

Baroda based engineering firm. 
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4.2. The First Indian Pop Artist 

In 1963, in Baroda, Bhupen besides his part-time job, he also concentrates on his 

art.  He starts making collages from popular oleographic images of deities and 

posters.  ‘Pop was essentially a collage language, and employed a collage space, 

could be used as a way of speaking about the world’ (Hyman, 1998). Probably 

inspired by the collages oeuvres of Vivan Sundaram4, Khakhar judged the 

medium as “the easiest way, because at that time I had no practice of doing 

drawings and had never done it.” 

 

Fig 3: ‘Interior of a Hindu Temple III’, 
1965 
 

 

All his Pop art works, saw a culmination into his 

first solo exhibition in 1965 at the Jahangir Art 

Gallery, Mumbai.  Hyman, 1998 describes the 

series as they presented an ambivalent meaning.  

Mirrors were patterned with little divinities, cut 

from the lurid oleograph-prints sold in the 

temple-bazaars, and then buoyed up with graffiti 

and gestural brushwork.  Sometimes we see a simplified face (two black spots and 

an upturned crescent) recalling the primitive God idols of Sri Jagannath at Puri.  

His dripping effects merges and reveals and camouflages melting signs into 

marks.   

 

Fig. 4: Idol at Sri Jagannath temple, Odisha 

 

The works were well received when presented at The 

Chemould Gallery in Mumbai, with a considerable 

amount of sales, gaining Bhupen ‘instant recognition 

as India’s first Pop artist” (Hyman, 1998).  One of 

the paintings from this series is now in the collection 

of the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 
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4.3. The Sultan of Neo-Miniaturist 

However, the instant fame and recognition through the collage series will not 

stagnate Khakhar’s creative mind.  In 1966, he will step into another artistic 

phase to be known as Neo-Miniaturist.  Bhupen pointed out that in this particular 

series: “…the human element is very limited…  They don’t assert themselves.” 

In this body of works, Bhupen together with Gulam Mohamed Sheik will adapt 

the historical miniature traditions of the Mughals and Paharis, larger scale 

surfaces than the actual miniatures to mirror contemporary politics and socio-

economic realities. 

Fig 5: Bhupen Khakhar, Man with 

Boquet of Plastic Flowers, 1976 

 

In 1972, Bhupen’s life as an 

accountant and a painter found a 

compromise, which came out 

integrally as a phase of popular 

realism.  He started painting 

people around him as can be 

evidenced through his immediate 

workplace in the portrait titled 

Assistant Accountant- Mr. I.M. 

Shah, 1972.  Over the expanse of the nest 2 years, he will go on exploring his 

environment evidenced through paintings like The Barber Shop or The Watch 

repairer among others.  Patel describes Bhupen an artist who unlike the previous 

generation was not ‘rebel priests’ and embraced his social economic background 

as a middle class person, which he flauntingly depicted in his paintings (Patel, 

1989).  From 1974, some homoerotic implications in some of the paintings like 

Man eating Jalebee5, will start infiltrating.  The burden of concealed truth started 

to weigh now almost bursting in agony to reveal itself, for a Gandhian like 

Bhupen.  During that period, Shankarbhai, who was probably Bhupen’s 

boyfriend expired, which deeply affected the artist which results in the fine 
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painting entitled: Man with Bouquet of Plastic flowers, 1976.  The compositions 

as Hyman (1998) observes, has a proximate reminiscence of “Italian altarpieces, 

where a saint is shown surrounded by his miracles.”  Bhupen, hence raised the 

image of his beloved who had shared his deepest identity secret and was a relief 

to his human need of corporal pleasure quest probably. 

The Miniature phase was already a ground work for Bhupen’s forthcoming works 

which was to deal with his real self, his true identity with which he had in terms 

with and which no longer shamed him after his visit to Britain where he found a 

convivial environment open to homosexuality.  Bhupen now comes out as an 

Avant-guard in the art field of India a reward which he gains through just being 

true to himself through his art, ‘using dissembling devices which are both naïve 

and irreverent’ (Kapur, 1990). 

 

4.4. A visit to the Colonist’s Land 

‘Khakhar was invited to teach at Bath Academy of Arts in England for six months 

in 1979, and this period led to a great affinity with Britain. He met the painters 

Howard Hodgkin and David Hockney, both of whom have informed and 

influenced his career’ (Staines, 2004).  His visit to London will probably influence 

Bhupen’s major step in his life through his art. 

 

4.5. Politics and Homoeroticism in Bhupen’s Avant-Guard Paintings 

As early as 1981, Bhupen Khakhar paints You Can’t Please All, which is ground-

breaking in two aspects, primarily for Bhupen himself as it marks an official 

coming out.  On the other hand, it also pioneers, theme wise, in the Indian art 

scene as an Avant-guard approach to the subject of homoeroticism since colonial 

time.  It is a powerful blow to India’s puritan ideals where homosexuality is 

criminalised and by far one of the most taboo subjects.  Voluntarily or not the 

artist arose a serious debate on the politics around same-sex love for men.  Over 

the next years, Khakhar was going to relentlessly affirm himself through his 

paintings. 
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This thesis will analyse his homoerotic phase and look at how politics come into 

play through various paintings which has been deemed can be categorised in the 

following sub topics: 

1. The self, vis-à-vis the society 

2. Implied homoeroticism in work places 

3. Loneliness 

4. Intimacy  

5. Utopia 

 

4.5.1 The self, vis-à-vis the society 

 

Fig.6: Bhupen Khakhar,  

You Can’t Please All, 1981 

 

In You can’t Please All (fig.6), Bhupen 

has painted the self, over looking at the 

society, and accepting that to be 

oneself fully, one cannot go on 

compromising with the self.  He had 

already endured lots of suffocation by 

not being able to express his own 

sexual orientation for at least 4 decades of his existence.  As a matured grown up 

gay man it was important that he taste freedom in his mind.  In this particular 

painting, Bhupen Khakhar is using a metaphorical language, drawn from his very 

own culture’s myth.  He depicts the story of a father and son Hyman (1998) 

writes, ‘The fable tells of a father and son taking their donkey to the market. As 

they take turns riding the donkey.’ 
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Fig. 7: Bhupen Khakhar, My Dear 

Friend, 1983 

 

 

In My Dear Friend, 1983 (fig.7), 

Bhupen Khakhar is still 

commenting on the attitudes of 

the Indian people with regard to 

homosexuality.  Here he depicts 

himself with his lover, Vallav 

Shah, apparently naked under 

the bed cover.  While he gazes 

thoughtfully at Vallav, the latter in a pensive mood, looks outside the canvas.  It 

seems that they are aware of being spied by two men who are on the rooftop, 

peeping into their intimacy.  The artist deliberately eliminates the back wall of the 

room to reveal the environment he dwells in his middle class village, daily routine 

is going on.  Probably the two voyeurs will spread gossip of his unlawful 

behaviour, as per the norms of his country, to which he will have to answer.  But 

still, he is being very bold in his action as whatever he does in his intimate space 

does not has to be consulted by anybody than himself.  He fully assumes his gay 

identity to which he gives room through his sexual encounters. 

In Khakhar’s other category of paintings, Bhupen will cast a questioning eye by 

simply depicting the homoeroticism which prevails openly, in the male 

behavioural patterns in India.  

      

 

 

4.5.2. Implied Homoeroticism in Public Places 

As a gay man, constrained by laws, easily detect the homoerotic behaviours in the 

very same people who would condemn homosexuality as it is affirmed very 

consciously.  In that sense India oddly, allows for homoerotic behaviours viewed 

and ignored by all.  It is very common in the Indian streets to hit the eyes with two 

guys holding hands6 and walking all the down.  At other time one can witness 
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men in merely thin cotton towels taking bath 

collectively by the street tap or nearby lake.  In the 

same line, public transportations like in trains and 

buses, men lay their heads almost amorously on each 

other or even lie together, what can be seen as a 

compromisingly sexual poses. 

 

 

Fig. 8: Guys travelling in Train, 2016 

 

 

 

Fig. 9: Bhupen Khakhar,  

Tailor, 1988 

 

 

Bhupen was a keen observer and 

his observation is made easier, 

given his job as an accountant.  In 

that sense, when he paints Tailor 

in 1988 (fig.9), he displays the 

homoeroticism in this men 

dominated environment.   As 

Nada Raza, 2016, assistant curator at Tate modern observes, in an interview for 

Art Mag, that Bhupen’s ‘trade paintings, the watchmaker, the barber shop, he 

portrayed spaces that a gay man would naturally be drawn to.’  Though it does not 

mean that all men going to obtain these practical services are necessarily gay and 

neither is homoerotic behaviours limited only to gay men in this society.  In 

Tailor, Bhupen depicts the homoeroticism more explicitly.  In the foreground 

more precisely on the left, two tailors are taking measurement of the probable 

elderly client, for a new pant.  The latter stands, an amusing expression on his 

face, his shirt raised up to the chest revealing his belly.  Of the two tailors on both 

side of the client, the right one is kneeling his hands almost inside the underpants 



Chapter 4: Bhupen Khakhar: Avant-guard of Homoerotic Art in India  
 

 

 

Shared History, Shared Identity: Politics and Homoeroticism in the Avant-garde Paintings of 
Bhupen Khakhar  (India) and Ennri Kums (Mauritius) 

60 

of the customer as if holding the latter’s penis, while the other tailor on the right 

sits on the ground giving the impression of measuring the penile size. 

 

Fig. 10: Resting in Train, 

2016 

 

 

This painting can be 

related back to an older 

painting of Khakhar from 

his trade paintings, 

entitled: De-Luxe Tailors, depicting two tailors at work.  There is also a portrayal 

of a male mannequin in the showcase in upright position wearing shorts, shirts 

and shoes. When one now reads these works the then implied homoerotic space 

has now been more explicitly with a slight subtleness depicted.   

Fig. 11: Bhupen Khakhar, 
Toilet, watercolour 

 

 

Another watercolour by 

Bhupen Khakhar, Toilet 

(fig.11), is still another 

painting which renders a 

public space prone to 

homosexual encounters.  The public toilet has been a major place for homosexual 

men to give vent to their sexual pleasures, in the gay milieu.  Countries where 

homosexuality is criminalised and a taboo, will witness gay people seeking for 

sexual partners in public intimate spaces.  The toilet is a potential place for such 

encounters.  In both India and Mauritius today, public toilets are still a venturing 

place for homosexual men in quest of sexual satisfaction.  By placing the two men 

urinating next to each other, although enough urinals are there, Bhupen creates a 

‘sinister’ situation view from a homophobic point of view.  The homophobic 
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politics around same-sex love pushes gay people who in desperation seek to 

satisfy their need in such public spaces. 

 

Fig. 12: Bhupen Khakhar, 
Firshermen in Goa, 1985 

 

 

Fishermen in boat, 1985 

(fig.12), is yet another painting 

depicting homoeroticism in a 

public space.  In this artwork, a 

middle aged man is shown 

trying to entice a young Goan 

fisherman who is only wearing a 

sleeveless white shirt, while 

another nude fisherman with his 

good catch looks upon these two figures, negotiating on an agreement.  The 

situation, in an Indian context, seems quite impossible, which make us think that it 

may probably been his bridge between reality and fantasy paintings which joins to 

his idea of a utopian world from a queer perspective. 

 

4.5.3. Utopia 

Fig. 13: Bhupen Khakhar, 

In a boat, 1984 

 

 

Bhupen Khakhar, 

Ghosts City Night, All 

individuals have the 

concept of a utopian 

world, a space which 

will allow for their 

ideals and desires, in 
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Fig. 14: Bhupen Khakhar, 

Ghost City Night, 1992 

 

 

relation to social, 

political and moral 

aspects, to become true. 

Such a reading is 

evident in Bhupen’s 

1984 painting, In a Boat 

(fig. 13), which may 

also insinuate people at 

the same wave length 

about the ideals of 

homosexuality.  The artist paints a conglomeration of even numbered, 8 to be 

precise, men, while he is an onlooker present in the boat himself.  Three pairs of 

men can be seen, one enjoying drink together on the foreground.  This couple 

seem to be younger than all the other men in the artwork.  The young man’s 

tongue out is probably sending sexual proposal to the other, thick red lipped man 

serving the latter a drink.  A little forward on the left hand side, another couple is 

almost about to engage in sexual copulation, while the next pair partly dressed 

stand looking at them.  Two lonely men, however, sit fully dressed, their 

thoughtful gaze taking them out of the boat.  As such, loneliness also forms part 

of Bhupen’s utopia.  The artist is being realistic to his lived experience, where 

loneliness is not provoked by laws against homosexuality but which occurs 

because of human condition like old age for instance.   Loneliness is a theme 

which has been picked up in several artworks of Bhupen’s.  In the background of 

the painting in discussion, another couple has started off in a boat, an escape from 

the homophobic world, to a no man’s land, water which also signifies purity, 

hence decimates homosexual desires as a crime.    
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In Ghost city night, 1992 (fig.14), Khakhar depicts night time as utopian in gay 

sexual liberation. It is a time when everybody is at rest, and together with them 

the homophobic thoughts.  The marginalised gay community is now out for some 

freedom.  It somehow reminds of Abhimanyu Unnuth’s7 Empereurs de la Nuit, a 

Mauritian fiction, a group of friend go out in the quiet of the night to enjoy the 

freedom, and where roaming alone in the streets make them feel like emperors.  

Here, figures are enjoying sexual bliss in the night accentuated to what insinuates 

to the bath in the holy Ganges, but actually turns into the ‘jollier homosexual 

“romps” and “frolics”’ (Hyman, 1998). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 15: Henri Matisse,  
Bonheur de Vivre (Joy of Life), 1905 

 

 

 

Fig. 16: Bhupen Khakhar, 

Greenlandscape, 1995 

 

 

Bhupen Khakhar reached 

the depiction of the utopia’s 

zenith in Green Lanscape 

(fig.16), completed in 1995.  

As the title inspires, it 

sounds like a landscape of 

hope, which it actually is.  

The artist is viewing the 
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landscape from the water, probably in a boat reaching that perfect land. The 

landscape borders with men taking pleasure of sexual bliss.  The fountain on the 

top left corner of the canvas insinuates ecstasy as well as the joie de vivre as a 

reference to Henri Matisse’s painting bearing the same title.  It can also be viewed 

as the Garden of Eden in paradise according to Christian theology, the ultimate 

Utopia.  Though, all the figures are represented as couples except for one.  

Loneliness is still a part of this perfect world.   

 

4.5.4. Loneliness 

Fig.17: Bhupen Khakhar 

Man Eating Jalebee, 1974 

 

 

Throughout most of Bhupen’s 

homoerotic paintings, depiction of 

loneliness whether prominent or subtle, 

is frequently present.  Solitariness has 

been provoked by the criminalisation of 

homosexuality.  Many gay men prefer 

to suffer lonesomeness than engage in 

relation, which they will have to keep concealed from the public, fearing to be 

caught and become subject to humiliation.   

 

In Man Eating Jalebee (fig.17), 1974, some years before the artist’s coming out, a 

solitary elderly man sit at a table on a terrace having Jalebees.  He gazes directly 

at the spectator in an almost inviting gesture of his left hand which extends out of 

the canvas.  The red boundary of the terrace is quiet hurting to the eyes may 

suggest the politics prohibiting the desire of same-sex love.  A longing to be with 

someone can be further evidence a little back at the bottom left of the canvas.  

Two men sit together, contemplating a peaceful time by the shore of the vast 

ocean, where the water movement suggest phallic shapes.  Upon a closer look, 

one can make out that one of these adult males is the man eating Jalebee, 

recognisable by the same attire.   
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Fig. 18: Bhupen Khakhar,  

Man in Pub, 1979 

 

 

Yet another 1979 painting, Man in Pub 

(fig. 18), narrates the life of a lonely 

man who gets dressed and drives to a 

pub, suggested only by the title and the 

wall paper of man sitting in a chair.  

Here, again the subject gazes directly 

to the spectator as if inviting to join 

him for a drink, which may ultimately end up in a hook up.  Or, if read the other 

way round it can be seen as a man who went to a pub to find someone for the 

night, but had to drive back home alone, with an unfulfilled quest. Bhupen smartly 

brings up homoeroticism in the folkloric style of narration, through the guy who is 

getting undressed in the top left corner of the artwork.  He takes us into intimacy. 

This paintings compared to Bhupen’s other works, shows influences of a 

European/ Western lifestyle, which was probably the influence of his visit to 

London.  The man is clearly an Indian origin person recognisable through his 

features.  Bhupen here in all subtlety suggest that man is a product of the society 

he has grown up in, and wherever he goes, and whatever style he chooses he will 

not be able to feel free to mingle in a conducive atmosphere, especially if he has 

to go back to his real world.   

 

4.5.5. Fantasy 

Fig. 19: Bhupen Khakhar,  

Window Cleaner, 1982 

 

In the Window Cleaner (fig. 19), dating 

1982, an elderly man is depicted 

fantasising on a hose which Bhupen 

purposefully gave the appearance of a 

phallus in ejaculation.  The artist here 



Chapter 4: Bhupen Khakhar: Avant-guard of Homoerotic Art in India  
 

 

 

Shared History, Shared Identity: Politics and Homoeroticism in the Avant-garde Paintings of 
Bhupen Khakhar  (India) and Ennri Kums (Mauritius) 

66 

studies the psychology of man which are very much inclined to look for a sexual 

connotations trough objects, based on semiosis7, recalling Magritte’s Ceci n’est 

pas une Pipe, 1928-29 to which the latter calls for an alternate reading rather than 

just a pipe.   

 

Fig. 20: Rene Magritte,  

Ceci N’est Pas une Pipe (This is Not a Pipe), 1928- 29 

 

Yayati (fig.21), 1987, which is by far one of 

Bhupen’s most well-known works, is another 

depiction of elderly men, encrusted with a 

mythological reference as the title suggest.  The theme, thus refer to the episode of 

King Yayati in the Mahabharta.  

Like in the story of King Yayati, Bhupen portrays the old gay man whose vitality 

is reducing because of old age and hence cannot perform properly during sex.  

Through this painting probably Khakhar is manifesting his own fear of growing 

old, though ironically here we can see him as a saviour angel.   

 

 

Fig. 21: Bhupen Khakhar, 

Yayati, 1987 
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4.5.6. Intimacy 

Bhupen Khakhar delves into the intimate space to express homoeroticism through 

his painting.  The level of intimacies can be decoded as forked on two planes 

which individual intimacy and collective intimacy.  

In the category of Individual intimacy, Bhupen Khakhar is always adopting a very 

subtle hint of a homoerotic situation.  The 1975 oil painting (fig.22), which is very 

reminiscent of the artist’s watercolour style, depicts Ranchod under the flower 

patterned sheet in the bed, while a man in the next room in underpants, is combing 

his hair, probably after a shower.  It seems very probable that he will come and 

join Ranchod Bhai in the bed for some 

romantic moment.  However, one 

would not expect any more explicit 

rendering given that at the time the 

painting was realised Bhupen was still 

in the closet.   

 

 

 

Fig.22: Bhupen Khakhar, Ranchod Bhai 

Resting, 1975 

 

Fig. 23: Bhupen Khakhar, (Untitled) 

Portrait of Pandoo, 1977 

 

Another painting realised around that 

time was a portrait of Pandu (fig. 23), 

Khakhar’s servant, who is also assumed 

to have been his lover.  Still reminiscent 

of his watercolour style, Pandu is seen 

seated comfortably and confidently, 

with a smile on his face, in the intimacy 

of Bhupen’s bed.  The subject is resting 

his left hand on a pile of two pillows, 
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insinuating that two people must be sharing the bed.  It may also suggest that 

Khakhar and Pandu shared intimate moments in that bed.  The homoeroticism of 

the painting has been subtly raised by Pandu’s loin cloth, through which a hint of 

his hanging phallus can be observed. 

 

Bhupen Kahkar has used a wide array of approaches to homosexuality in his 

paintings which primarily, conjures in a powerful comment on the Indian 

society’s attitude towards homosexuality.  It also paints a picture of the gay 

experience in the middle class society of India.  Bhupen also recalls how there 

was a time when no galleries were ready to show his works because of its 

homosexual contents.  Staines (2004) states that: ‘Even today, his paintings are 

excluded from the collections of several galleries’.  Bhupen had reacted earlier 

saying: “The institutions have excluded my work not because they are scared of 

criticism, but because my work speaks volumes of the absence of any identifiable 

career in society. Society’s failure to provide such a culture is the theme of my 

paintings.”   

Raising questions on the essential sexual identity and its social constructs, Bhupen 

subtlety passes from his revolution of his own identity crisis to the full acceptance 

as art and his exposures through probably served him a soothing therapy. 

 

 

_____________________________ 

NOTES: 

1. Dr. Sunil Kothari is a critic and writer in the field of Indian Classical Dance, focused on Bharat Natyam and 

Kathak.  He and Bhupen were childhood friends.   

2. Gulam Mohammed Sheikh is a key figure in Indian contemporary art since the early 1960s.  He is an 

internationally renowned writer, critic, and artist celebrated for his lush, richly narrative paintings. 

(https://www.artsy.net/artist/gulam-mohammed-sheikh) 

3. Vasant Parab is an artist and currently the Dean of JJ school of Arts. 

4. Vivan Sundaram is an Indian contemporary artist. First as a painter and subsequently in large-scale conceptual 

installations, Vivan Sundaram's artistic practice has responded to contemporary politics with radical 

Vanguardism. 
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5. Two guys holding hands in the street is very common to the Indian eye as queer as me seems to people with 

European influence.  Personally, I found it even more intriguing to witness a police officer walking down the 

streets holding hand of another male. 

6. Abhimanyu Unnuth is a contemporary poet, playwright, novelist, and public intellectual in Mauritius. His 

poetry, written in Hindi, attempts to recover the religious identity of the Bihari indentured servant community of 

the nineteenth century in the service of a re-membrance, in the Thiong’oian sense, of a post-independence 

Mauritian Hindu identity. (Rohatgi, 2009) 

7. ‘Semiosis or semiotics is concerned with meaning; how representation, in the broad sense (language, images, 

objects) generates meanings or the processes by which we comprehend or attribute meaning. For visual images, 

or visual and material culture more generally, semiotics is an inquiry that is wider than the study of symbolism 

and the use of semiotic analysis challenges concepts such as naturalism and realism (the notion that images or 

objects can objectively depict something) and intentionality (the notion that the meaning of images or objects is 

produced by the person who created it).  

For studies in visual and material culture, Peirce’s classification of signs in terms of icon, index and symbol are 

useful, though these are not the only classifications he created. An icon, simply put, is a sign that is linked to a 

signifier through similarity in appearance. Examples here include portraits or abstract paintings where colour 

is, for example, black; the painting is black, refers to the colour black and can then be interpreted differently. 

The point is 54 Semiotics and Visual Representation that we can gain information (or think we can!) about the 

signified by looking at the sign. Think, for example, of computer icons. An indexical sign ties, as such, the 

signifier to the signified; the index has been described as visible sign which points to the invisible, though this 

may be too general. I would describe the indexical sign as the registration of the real; the sight of smoke, for 

example, can indicate fire, a bullet hole would refer to a specific act, or the sight of tears suggests sadness. 

Further, think of words such as ‘this’ or ‘big’ and ‘small’. Finally, a symbol links the signifier and the signified 

in a purely arbitrary or conventional way; unlike the icon or index, the link is not physical or logical. We are 

taught by our society to make the link between the symbolic sign and it’s signified. For example, flags, dollar 

signs or the most obvious example, verbal language itself. Pierce’s ideas can be useful but should not be 

understood uncritically. Like objects and images, these classifications are best understood as dynamic when 

applied to images and objects.’ (Curtin, B. (2009).  
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Aged 69, today, Ennri Kums lives freely as an independent artist in Mauritius.  His 

sexual identity happened to be gay and though he assumes his sexual identity 

publicly, he rebuts the association of the word ‘homosexual’ with ‘artist’ when 

describing him, refuting that: “On ne parle pas, par exemple, de Picasso comme 

étant un peintre hétérosexuel et point a la ligne… ”1. This statement from the artist, 

who was the first to do his coming out in Mauritius, looks at the world as one where 

equality without any prejudice.   

 

Kums is also a Mauritian nationalist, though he does not claim it loudly.  His 

action spoke his patriotism, when Ennri creolised his original name: “Henry 

Coombes” to “Ennri Kums”, and he insists that his Mauritian name is used when 

writing about him.  Besides he also became famous for his works which are often 

read as those celebrating the Rainbow nation. 

Ennri Kums forms part of the minor White population of Mauritius.  He was born 

to a relatively middle class family, among the White Mauritians, who dared 

describe his kinspersons as ‘désargentée’2.  Delivered by a housewife mother and 

fathered by a man who worked at the municipality of Curepipe, living in Cité 

Baissac, Ennri was very close to nature as a child.  Fascinated by the natural raw 

beauty, he would spend his childhood time mostly playing in the stream, discover 

the lush green and sparkles of light of the pine forest, which seemed to cradle and 

envelope him in their branches.  At that time already, he had an undetectable 

hunch that he is different from the others. 

This intuition of Ennri’s, gradually starts decoding, by the age of 12, primarily 

through his orthodox family.  His ménage would regularly go to the church, attend 

masses and have specific sitting arrangement at the dining table for all the kins; 

mother, father, two sisters and a brother.  He had no cure for the traditions and 

convenances but knew that he will certainly not enter the family circle. 

At St-Joseph secondary school, he has a penchant for Visual Arts and Literature.  

He is guided towards liberating authors by his literature teacher, Cyril Dalais, and 

is encouraged in his art by brother Titive, his art educator who takes note of his 

fine brush strokes.  His artistic soul got more defined through music as he listens 

to Hendrix, Joplin and Dylan. 
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At the age of 14, the age of revolt, Ennri Kums is now convinced that he will not 

be like others.  Opening his room’s door he blurts out to his mother that: “Je ne 

vais plus à l’église”3.  Disheartened and sad, his mother contemplates silence, a 

reaction she maintains in the other pranks of her son. 

 

The silent mother, though, breaks into tears some years later when Ennri 

announces her, from South Africa, that: “I am gay”4.  Both his parents reacted in a 

stoic way.  The father supports Ennri’s blooming talent, regardless of the latter’s 

deviance from heterosexual norm, by arranging for private art lessons with 

Clément d’Unienville.  The begetter also seeks the help of André Decotter when 

the Kums was aged 22 in 1970, to arrange an exhibition at the Max Boullé 

Gallery5.  

Kums’s heart left-winged political views become more obvious as he paints 

Cohn-Benedit6 (fig.1), and grows the moustache of the radical activist.  At that 

time, Enrri was seduced by surrealism and Pop Art.   

Fig.1: The French-German politician  

Daniel MarcCohn Bendit 

In 1968 

 

 

The artist grew more conscious of the crampedness of 

his native island, where he could not find an end to his 

taboos, especially as a homosexual man.  He got a fierce 

desire ‘de bourrer’7.  Ennri Kums finds himself landing 

in 1971, South Africa, where one of his sisters live.  The ticket for his travel was 

paid from the proceeds of sales of his first exhibition and his collection of shells. 

In South Africa, Kums started feeling the first instances of freedom and 

satisfaction.  There he is first employed as a designer in a textile factory.  Ennri 

frequents a girl’ student in psychology, who bears him a son, but his love, is 

conjugated in masculine plural.  His creativity flourished, making him a hippie 

and continues to paint culminating into 6 – 7 exhibitions in South Africa.  Today 

the artist admits that: “Je suis né en Afrique du Sud”8.   
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Kum’s rejects the racial segregation of South Africa.  The artist wanted people to 

blend, celebrate and dance together on the same tune of music.  Together with 

hisfriends, Ennri Kums opens “Scratch”9, and holds for eight years the only ‘non-

sexist, non-racist and non-alcoholic night club’ (Lee,1995) in South Africa.  

However, the South African police was not on the same tempo.  Ennri had to 

choose a party based on racism, a solution he judged suitable for it was to return 

back to his homeland at the age of 35. 

Back to Mauritius, his art, which is often read as flat colours to celebrate 

multiculturalism, will not only save him but make him famous as well.  His 

drawings appeared on branded t-shirts, bestowing success to the shop owners.  

Other of Kums’s drawings also made the covers of audio cassettes while one of 

his paintings (Fig.1), became the cover page of the ‘Revue Noire’10.  Kums irrupts 

in his art which gets him exposed to the international platform which includes 

Paris, London and Tokyo.  He will also attend residencies in Marseille, Rotterdam 

and Amsterdam. 

 

Today, still active in his art practice, Kums keeps faith in the human race despite 

the prevailing cynic ambiance.  Vegetarian since 48 years now, Ennri is not scared 

of growing old, though he is aware that time is murderer.  He plays with the theme 

of death, without any melancholy, in 

his recent Thanathos series.  Ennri 

Kums is not sure whether it is up to 

him to talk about how he perceives his 

art in Mauritius.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2: Cover page of Revue Noire with 

Kum’s painting, 1995 
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Fig.3: Roman Marble relief PanelDepicting a 
Polyphallus  

 

However, commenting about the politics 

behind his works, Kums stresses on the 

word, ‘obviously’, which he now 

justifies as the two facets of his works 

(his latest series): Eros11 and Thanatos12, 

affirming that both are beyond religion.  

For Ennri, Eros is subversive as it speaks 

of sex and sexuality, adding that homosexuality is still a taboo in majority 

countries of the world.  Homophobia prevails. 

This homophobic prevalence is to some extent to his refusal of an exhibition in 

Mauritius during the ---- world cup.  For that occasion, Ennri Kums worked on a 

series called Foot (re), intended to be shown in the tunnels connecting, the 

Caudan13 and the Place d’Armes14, in Port-Louis, the capital of Mauritius.  He had 

spoken to a British man, the in charge of the Caudan, who liked the proposition 

but was worried about the reactions of numerous persons, including the kids who 

used these passages.  Hence the exhibition was cancelled.   Ennri points out that 

“C’était l’unique refus”15.  Talking broadly about the attitude of the Mauritian 

society, he quotes Chazal: “… qu’à l’île Maurice, c’est la surenchère des 

religions”16. 

Ennri Kums recalls that at the time of his first exhibition, his art was not speaking 

of sexuality yet.  When he did approach him art, around the end of 80’s, through 

sexuality, he has always exhibited without fear.  He was even well received by the 

critics and sold out most of his works. 

Kum’s paintings are loaded with symbolism, usually from Christian mythology, 

comprising of angels, wings, halos among others.  He associates atheism 

(voluntary spirituality as he puts it) and philosophy (ladders to go higher) and sex 

for ecstasy.  He always thinks deeply to find his own symbols, especially for Eros 

while for Thanatos, he uses a door, from life to death. 
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Fig. 4: Roman amulet in bronze 

 

Ennri Kums’s choice of colours is made naturally.  

He always starts by covering his painting surfaces, 

with random coloured shapes always starting with 

yellow followed by orange, red and so on, leaving 

the canvas for white zones.  He associates white 

for light, yellow for sunlight and so do all the other 

colours in his spectrum have significance to nature.  

Once the colourful surface is completed, Kums 

outlines the figures and over paints the rest as background.  Hans (2007), 

describes Enrri’s style as ‘Kums preserves the spontaneity of the pastels- these are 

used almost like children’s drawing graffiti, reminding us that this is an adult who 

has preserved a sense of child-like wonder in spite the world around him’. 

 

5.1. Homoeroticism and Politics in Kums’s Paintings 

Ennri Kums paintings are imbued with homoeroticism, accentuated by a language 

of signs.  Kums both refutes and accepts the gay eroticism as he writes: “I must, 

however make it clear that my aim was/is to express sex & sensuality, not to 

depict homo-eroticism. But, given that I'm gay, it does come out as such. I am a 

hedonist”.  

The prevalent homoerotic diffusion and politics in Ennri Kums’s work will be 

analysed by looking at each of his several body of works.  This research will delve 

with each series starting with an overview of the whole set of works and then 

proceed to an in depth reading of two of the paintings from each.   

 

5.1.1. Dans Les Airs 

In this body of works, scenes mostly comprise of couples, while others of single 

figure and one in group of youths all in what seems like a bacchanal revelry.  In 

some of the paintings, there seems an acrobatic performance going on between 

elongated figures. 
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Le 7ème Ciel, (fig.5), celebrates a group of illuminated youths, for they have 

halos, who are taking a ride of ecstasy, in the seventh sky as the title suggests.  

This figure vehicle is serpentine in shape and suggestiveness, with a head from 

which the tongue is out and a tail.  But what appears to be a snake, is rather a 

phallic vehicle composed of penises.  What appears to be the head of the snake is 

actually a penile head in ejaculation.   

Fig. 5: Ennri Kums,  

Le 7ème Ciel 

 

The use of Christian symbol of the cross and what 

may also be associated with the Red Cross, a 

symbol of humanitarian movement to respect and 

care for human life and health, respect for all and 

eradicate and prevent human suffering.  Also what 

seems to be an inverted symbol of the ‘sacred 

heart’ which appears frequently in the depiction of 

Jesus symbolising the divine love for humanity 

through a representation of Jesus’s physical heart.  The use of theological symbols 

relates to religious politics.  Probably, that would be considered as blasphemy.  

The snake is the temptation in Christianity but here it rather seems to symbolise 

sexual desire like in some Abrahamic17 traditions. 

The shooting star, symbol of good luck or reaching ones ultimate destiny, may 

signify the sexual bliss from nature 

and in a broader sense universe.  It 

can also be read as desire for the gay 

men to be able to be free in a world 

bereft of any homophobic attitudes. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6: Ennri Kums,  

Duo sur Uranus 
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Duo sur Uranus (fig.6), seems to be an acrobatic performance in the clouds, 

which are represented by Kums’s symbolism of the butt.  Dancing couple in 

hedonistic mood float in the sky, probably the 7th sky at God’s abode or the state 

of nirvana as per Talmudic and Muslim eschatology. 

 

 

5.1.2. Bacchanales 

Fig.7: Cornelis De Vos, The Triumph of 

Bacchus, 17th century 

 

The title of this collection implies use 

of riotously drunken merrymaking, a 

term, Bacchanale, which has been 

derived from the Greek god of wine and 

merry, Bacchus (See Fig.).  In kums’s depiction of Bacchanale, frenzied, erected 

male figures runs in elation or rather some trance like those in some African tribal 

rituals.  Erected phalluses in all the paintings and butt in air in some cases 

compose the elements of the landscape in passionate, loving, sexual and profane 

red dominance.   

In one painting, there is a play of hide 

and seek going on as if in sexual 

foreplay.  Love is in the air, 

evidenced by the floating heart 

symbols around phallic trees.  There 

is a sense of Rasaleela which 

emanates from the painting. 

 

Fig. 8: Ennri Kums,  
Bacchanales 1  

 

In Bacchanales 1 (Fig. 8), five men in a state of erection of their oversized penis 

placed in the foreground and the middle ground.  They look like figures from 

ancient cave depicting hunting scenes (fig. 9).  They are running in their 
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hedonistic quest against a red background of passion red, which is axed on same-

sex desire given the penile mountains.  Two Fascinus18, hover around guiding 

them to their ultimate destiny. 

Fig. 9: Sahara rock art  

depicting hunting scene 
 
 
 
Bacchanales 4 is dominant in two shades of 

violet, a representation of the colour adopted 

by many LGBTQI organisations around the world.  The pursuit of sexual same-

sex pleasures is made obvious in this art work.  It displays the fulcrum of 

homosexual love, through a penile like tree, a palm tree which stands for 

ejaculation while heart symbols from the popular culture, renders the concept of 

the quest of same-sex love a 

testimony of commonality of its 

presence within the society.  

 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 10: Ennri Kums,  
Bacchanales 4  
 

 

5.1.3. Etoiles Noires 

As the title suggests, this whole series revolves around ‘Etoiles Noires’ meaning 

‘Black Stars’ in English, a personal symbol of Ennri’s.  The artist has recreated a 

homoerotic version of a shooting star.  Kums depicts his black star with reference 

to the butt hole encircled by an immediate red shape and in some cases another 

blue circle.  This whole circular shape usually has what is probably a graphical 

representation of the speeding shooting star which is always carrying the whole 

spectrum of colours in abstract shapes.  At times, the sexually aroused figures are 

floating, romantically, in space, like in the painting of Marc Chagall (see Fig.11).   
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Fig. 11: Marc Chagall, Over 

the Town, 1998 

 

In yet another painting, the 

figures are adrift in a 

perfectly horizontal 

position bouncing in sexual 

intercourse amplified by 

balls with a feather in the 

midst of a black star, 

probably appearing distorted by the hopping movement in the whole composition.  

At other times, the figures have acquired wings like Icarus19, trying to reach the 

shooting black star, with angel like wings.  The inclusion of ladders express the 

reaching to height within human capacity and thereafter employing extreme 

means, wings in this case, to achieve the desired goal.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 12: Peter 
Paul Rubens 

The Three Graces, 1635 

,  

 

 

 

Fig. 13: Ennri Kums,  

Guiding Star 
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Guiding Star (see Fig.13) paints three figures in embrace, clad in one of the three 

primary colours; red, blue and yellow, each.  These figures remind us the sensual 

embrace of The Three Graces depicted in mythological painting, like that of the 

painter Peter Paul Rubens (See Fig. 12) for instance.  From this point of view, 

each of the figures in Kums’s oeuvre could represent charm, beauty and creativity 

respectively.  Three hovering Fascinus are above the embracing figures as if to 

ward off any possible evil against the sexual bliss granted by the shooting star. 

 

Le Roi D’Uranus (The King of Uranus) (see 

Fig.), Kums portrays a King seated with a 

black star.  White in colour, the King is 

fulfilled by the wish granting of full sexual 

freedom.  The figure could have otherwise 

been crowned for now he is in possession of 

the black star.  There are several Fascinus 

like birds hovering and chirping around the 

king as if chirping in happiness.  The way 

the hedonist king is holding his treasure 

seems like he is already enjoying sexual 

ecstasy. 

Fig. 14: Ennri Kums, 

Le Roi D’Uranus 

 

This can be seen as a self-portrayal of Kums himself for, he long back resolved 

his identity as a gay man, through his philosophical inclination, within a society of 

sinister for homosexual people. 

 

5.1.4. Back Rooms 

The typically colourful imagery of Ennri Kums is again very evident, with a 

graphic reminiscence of Keith Haring (see Fig. 16), in his Back Rooms series.  

This body of work represents all the figures in a compacted form which in some 

painting give the impression of a multiple legged animal.  There is another set in 
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the series which looks like the people have been stacked like a bunch of clothes 

for laundry, mingling in all sensuality.  Yet they emanate a certain feeling of 

calmness, especially through the closed eyes of the faces.  However it seems to be 

a calmness which can be rather described as nirvana. 

 
Fig. 15: Ennri Kums,  

La Maison Solaire 
 

 

They are enjoying sexual bliss and 

ecstasy as they are all floating with 

sexual symbols; phalluses, butt 

holes and quite unique to this part 

of the series is the inclusion of 

nipples, another source of corporal 

pleasure. 

In this particular section of the 

series, Ennri has experimented 

with the frames of the painting.  The whole compact bodies and symbols appear 

like cut-outs, which have been placed on an integral frame, usually painted in 

bright colours and accompanied by either text or symbols.  In one particular 

painting, where Kums uses text, written both in English and French, which is an 

indication of the artist’s origin from an island where these two latter languages are 

frequently used.  On an international level, the text is readable to a wider public 

given its 

bilingualism.   

 

 

 

 

Fig. 16: Keith 
Haring,  
Ignorance = Fear, 
1989 
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The painting La Maison Solaire (fig.15), is a painting depicting indulgence in 

sexual pleasures.   On the top of the painting, on the frame, two phallic shapes are 

dancing around the sun, while in the main composition, a sea of faces, butts and 

phalluses can be observed floating.   

Fig. 17: Artist unknown,  

Twelve-year-old Jesus holding a Hebrew scroll, 1947-1949 

 

On the left hand side of the painting, strikes us 

with an erect penis, showing the same yellow as 

the sun.  Could it represent a phallic candle? If so, 

then again enters the reference to Christianity, 

where candles are lit for god.   This particular 

candle has the prominent reminiscence of Keith 

Haring’s style.   

Even the text La Maison Solaire, can be interpreted trough religious symbolism 

lenses.  If we assume the meaning to imply the ‘enlightened house’, then, it is a 

representation of the church.  Already, the way Kums has painted in blocked areas 

of pure colours is very reminiscent of the brightly coloured stained glasses 

(fig.17), which are reflected more luminously by sunlight. 

 

Fig. 18: Ennri Kums,  

La Fête des Rois 

 

 

In La Fête des Rois (fig.18), our 

attention is primarily drawn to the two 

faces with heads out of the frame, on 

the top of the painting.  The left figure 

seems to caress sensually the other 

one.  Both of them have, what seem to 

be crowns or they are here 

representing, the sun given it top 
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positioning.  This couple have attained sexual bliss and love and have risen to the 

heights. 

Another interpretation could be that they are the kings of sexual pleasure or may 

be, Kums would have named them Eros and a lover, who reign over the kingdom 

of ecstasy. 

Yet, this work can also be analysed as Ennri Kums’s own homoerotic version of 

the Adam and Eve, where the two Adams are in the garden of Eden, a reading with 

which Ennri might certainly disagree with given his atheism.  However, this idea 

is concretised by snakes which linger on the frame while one of them is reaching 

the compacted group.  This particular snake could stand as a symbolism for an 

erected penis, given the sexual connotation associated with snakes. 

Kums is always using religious symbols but definitely in a more atheist mode, for 

he is always depicting/ merging these icons with sex, the sacred and the profane 

make one.  This can be seen as a subtle way to comment on the rigidity of 

religious beliefs.  Here again the artist has challenged Christianity. 

 

5.1.5. Foot (re) to… 

Fig. 19: Footballers Gary Neville kissing Paul Scholes 
during a Manchester United Match   
 
 
 
The paintings in this series except for one, is 

primarily bereft of any religious symbols.  This 

omission is quite evident as Ennri Kums planned 

to show for during a world cup and was refused the exhibition because of the 

prejudice it could create, based on its contents as it was mentioned earlier in the 

introduction of this chapter. 

Another unique aspect of this whole body of works is that it has been composed 

of couples, males obviously.  The poses of these couples are either sensual or 

sexual.  Most of the time, they have a large smile on the face, revealing their teeth. 
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Perhaps in this series, Kums is substantiating the underlying homoerotic display 

we all witness on the football ground 

during matches, especially in the 

excitement of the players for scoring a 

goal against the opponent team (Fig. 

19). 

Technically, Kums has been very 

faithful to his style of painting and 

blocking as well as outlining the main 

figures.  In the following randomly 

chosen two painting from the series, an 

in depth analysis will be done to depict 

the homoeroticism and politics behind 

this whole body of paintings. 

Fig. 20: Ennri Kums, Foot (re) 1 to… 

 

In Foot (re) 1 to… (Fig.20), two presumably, footballers are walking towards the 

spectators in Adam’s clothes.  Quite obviously, they are in celebrative mood of a 

probable victory apparent in their hand gestures and big smile on the face.  The 

only suggestiveness, in a more minimalist approach, that the characters can be 

associated with footballer identity and probably on a football ground is the soccer 

ball on the right hand bottom part of the artwork.  The player carrying his partner 

(team partner or sexual partner?), on his 

shoulders is having an erection in the 

excitement of triumph or in all probability 

caused by the carrying of his naked team 

mate. 

 

 

 

Fig. 21: Ennri Kums,  

Foot (re) 7 to… 
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In the painting of Foot (re) 7 to… (fig.21), the onlooker is stroke by the obvious 

sexual position of the two players.  However, the position also reminds us of the 

homoerotic display during matches as can be evidenced in figure 22.  In the 

painting as well, the players are embracing in exhilaration of victory.  One of the 

footballers has practically lifted the other team mate, giving the reminiscence of 

sex positions.  They are looking in the eyes of each other as if in excitement of 

anal copulation. The couple are merrily concentrated into each other, ignoring the 

spectators’ gaze.  This may also be read as Ennri’s ideology of being able to 

express oneself fully without any social politics 

entwined.        

Fig.22: Footballers in embrace 

 

 

Clearly Kums reveals a close study of a particular 

facet of soccer, where display of homoeroticism and 

homoerotic behaviours on the football ground, is 

generally ignored by the people.   

 

 

5.1.6. Partouzes Volantes 

 

Partouzes Volantes, is a series with a high dominance in contrasting primary 

colours, as in most of his series.  It is also one of the body of works, where Ennri 

Kums has abandoned the traditional boundaries of square or rectangular format of 

the canvas or paper.  This peculiar sets of paintings looks like cut outs.  It is a 

minimal approach to the essential.  The format of the artworks with a pair of 

wings - each seems to be that of the Fascinus ready to be hanged. A deeper 

analysis of the shape of each artwork reveals a somewhat similar shape of the 

Fascinus, around which the composition has been mounted. Kums here creates a 

homoerotic creature ready to fly away from the actual overarching homophobic 

social norms.  Otherwise, this whole set of artworks can also be a representation 



Chapter 5: Ennri Kums: Avant-guard of Homoerotic Art in the Rainbow Island 

 
 
 

 
Shared History, Shared Identity: Politics and Homoeroticism in the Avant-garde Paintings of 

Bhupen Khakhar  (India) and Ennri Kums (Mauritius) 
86 

of the Holy Spirits or angel, in advocacy of homosexuality, to hover across 

boundaries and spread the message of homoerotic permissiveness in a society 

regressively anchored in heterosexual monopoly as norm.   

Throughout the series, Kums has employed symbols which appear in all the 

paintings; hand gesture, wings, butt holes, ladder (particular to this series), butts in 

the air and snakes.  There are 

occasional symbols in some 

paintings; halo, wheels, blind 

folded face, cross bones, 

trident on heart, winged heart 

and the Fascinus.  Kums’s 

usual depiction of homosexual 

ideology, one of which the 

common eyes will read as 

homoerotic gratification.   

 

 

Fig. 23: Ennri Kums,  

Partouze des Anges 

 

In Partouze des Anges (fig.23), halo, coiled snake and 

ladder have been employed to represent divinity, 

sexual arousal and an ascendance to spirituality, 

respectively.  The faces are calm and meditative, given 

their closed eyes in ecstasy.  One hand gesture shows 

the clenched fist20, the Assyrian symbol of resistance 

against violence (see Fig. 24).  Here again the naivety 

of Kums’s style subtlety depicts his resistance to 

intolerance against gay people.  

 

Fig. 24: Raised Fist, a symbol of solidarity and support 
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Fig.25: Ennri Kums, Partouze 
Volantes 6 

 

Partouze Volantes 6 

(fig.25), is very sexual in 

approach focused by the 

snake about to penetrate the 

butt hole, while another is 

coiled on the wings 

suggestive of sexual 

freedom.  The wheel has a 

strong cultural and spiritual 

metaphor for a cycle or 

regular repetition like, reincarnation, for instance. Wheeled feet have also been 

used to accentuate the implication of continuous struggle in attainment of once 

sexual identity deviating from the norms of the particular society.  A ladder 

sprouts out of the man’s head and in another situation connecting two minds and 

spirits.  There is also a hand gesture in sensual caress of a butt probably finding its 

way to finger the latter.   

 

5.1.7. Transports en Commun 

 

In this set of paintings, ‘apparently derived from his ‘Monster’ series’ (Alleck, 

2010), montage of piled up figures combined with penises, butt holes and wheels, 

form the means of transport where Kums is playing with the double meaning of 

the word, ‘Transport’ which denotes orgasm.  Hence, the title of the whole series, 

‘Transports en Commun’ here implies stimulated orgasms. As Nirveda (2010), 

has read it in her critical text for Kum’s catalogue, leaves one to wonder whether 

“the artist is making a statement on the frivolity of homoerotic group sex, or he is 

himself assuming a nonchalant attitude towards the idea”.  As this may be a 

strong motif that Ennri wants to express, on another light, the painter is also 

delving in the quite homophobic public attitude towards homosexuality.   
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Kums has here proposed a utopian portrayal of gay people being freely in 

emotionally aroused state of elated bliss, in the society.  It is a call for a more 

normative attitude, vis-à-vis, homosexual men, in comparison to the overarching 

heterosexual touchstone.  His rainbow colours accentuate the need for justification 

of the national anthem for the marginalised gay people of Mauritius, where it is 

stated: 

“…Around thee we gather, 

As one People, 

As one Nation, 

In peace, justice and liberty” 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure. 26: Ennri Kums,  

Transport en commun 1  

 

Through his symbols and figures, Ennri Kums’s vehicles carry the message of 

public acceptance through the various parts of the island, by coastal areas depicted 

by coconut trees, in urban areas represented by green traffic light.  The latter 

signify a hope of social permissiveness for homosexual men. 

In Transport en Commun 1, the piled figured 

vehicle is going about the road of the island.  It is 

spreading love symbolised by the hearts floating 

from strings in the vehicle.  This may be an 

indication that Ennri emphasizes on the gay 

community is gradually moving towards an 

integration in the mainstream society.   

 

 

Fig. 27: Ennri Kums,  
Transport en commun 7  
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Transports en Commun 7, is another painting similar to the one discussed above.  

The hearts are absent here while Ennri’s black shooting star becomes a focus.  

This painting may signify the wish of gay people to be accepted within the social 

politics of culture, norms and morals.  This hope has been further accentuated by 

the tree structure which seems to be sprouting out of the vehicle.   

 

Henri’s work is a pure representation of his being a hedonist, which he constantly 

admits with all honesty.  As his technical approach with media, he allows his 

mind to wander for expression of sensual pleasure which in its way infiltrates 

symbolism from various cultures, from history to popular culture.  His sign 

language in turn allows a political reading in between the lines of his paintings.  

He raises questions of identity, questions the society for the ostracising the gay 

people.  While he fully asserts his   existence as an artist and a gay man, keeping 

them as two different entities, Kums attains the zenith of his philosophical ideals 

which are celebrated in his chef-d ’oeuvre.  

 

___________________________ 

NOTES: 

1. Translated as “we don’t talk of Picasso as being a heterosexual painter… that’s all…” 

2. Translated as ‘impoverished’ 

3. Translated as ‘I am not going to the church any more’ 

4. Translated as ‘I am gay’ 

5. Max Boullé , (5 August 1899 - 18 May 1965), is a Mauritian painter and architect. An important figure in the 

Mauritian art scene, the municipal museum and exhibition gallery of Rose-Hill (Max Boullé  Gallery) was 

named in his honour.  

6. Daniel Marc Cohn-Bendit (born 4 April 1945) is a French-German politician known for his radical activism. 

7. Translated as ‘runaway’  

8. Translated as ‘I was born in South Africa’  

9. ‘Scratch’ was named after Lee "Scratch" Perry OD (born Rainford Hugh Perry; 20 March 1936 

in Kendal, Jamaica) is a Jamaican music producer and inventor noted for his innovative studio techniques and 

production style. Perry was a pioneer in the 1970s development of dub music with his early adoption 

of remixing and studio effects to create new instrumental or vocal versions of existing reggae tracks. He has 

https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_c?depth=1&hl=en&prev=search&rurl=translate.google.co.in&sl=fr&sp=nmt4&u=https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Boull%25C3%25A9&usg=ALkJrhglk4FLTVzRcvcmT_uCxloiK83_Bg#cite_note-1
https://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_c?depth=1&hl=en&prev=search&rurl=translate.google.co.in&sl=fr&sp=nmt4&u=https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Boull%25C3%25A9&usg=ALkJrhglk4FLTVzRcvcmT_uCxloiK83_Bg#cite_note-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_nationality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/German_nationality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_Distinction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kendal,_Jamaica
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamaica
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music_producer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inventor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dub_music
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Remix
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reggae
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worked with and produced for a wide variety of artists, including Bob Marley and the Wailers, Junior 

Murvin, the Congos, Max Romeo, Adrian Sherwood, the Beastie Boys, Ari Up, and many others. 

10. Revue Noire was a quarterly printed magazine dedicated to African contemporary art, published from 1991 to 

2001 by Editions Revue Noire.  

11. Eros: God of love and creative force in Greek mythology.  

12. Thanatos: personification of death in Greek mythology.  

13. Le Caudan Waterfront is the first mall for commercial development in Port Louis, the capital city of Mauritius. 

Constructed on the recovered sea, the buildings include shops, banking facilities, casinos, cinemas, restaurants, a 

marina and a five star hotel (Le Labourdonnais).  

14. Place d’Armes, Mauritius, is its capital’s most imposing boulevard, Place d'Armes' is lined with royal palms and 

leads up to Government House, a beautiful French-colonial structure dating from 1738. Outside there's a 

typically solemn statue of Queen Victoria in full 'we are not amused' mode. The statue of Mahé de 

Labourdonnais at the quayside end of the avenue has become Port Louis' emblem throughout Mauritius. 

(https://www.lonelyplanet.com/mauritius/port-louis/attractions/place-d-armes/a/poi-sig/1344075/355475) 

15. Translated as ‘This was the only refusal’ 

16. Translated as : “… in Mauritius it is the one-upmenship of religion” 

17. Abrahamic traditions refers to Christianity, Islam and Judaism, all of which claim the prophet Abraham. 

18. Fascinus symbolises the divine phallus in Roman religion and magic.  

19.  Icarus in Greek mythology was the son of Daedalus.  The latter made wings with wax and feathers for his son 

to fly near the sun.  Icarus falls to death as the heat from the sun melts the attached feathers to the wax.   

20. The raised fist, or the clenched fist, is a symbol of solidarity and support. It is also used as a salute to express 

unity, strength, defiance, or resistance, dating back to the ancient Assyrian symbolism of fending violence.  
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Homoerotic art, after Bhupen Khakhar, has remained relatively a quite untouched 

theme in the Indian art scene.  Though until recent years, there have been some 

Indian artists who are openly expressing their views on homosexuality.  These 

creative persons still function in, almost the same context as Bhupen.  The 

reigning homophobic attitude towards gay people is still strongly present in this 

politically and religiously puritan country.  Though there has been some broad 

minded wing parties including, the several LGBTQI organisations which have 

cropped up in support of gay people, as well as, politicians like Shashi Tharoor1 

,who has come forward in protest against the penal code, Section 377, with an aim 

to legalise homosexuality in India.   

In this context, artworks with strong adverse political message are being brought 

to the forefront of the Indian society, by its ‘deviate’ sexual orientated, 

marginalised citizens.  The concerned artists also keep up a strong sense of the art 

world’s trends, employing new media like photography, installations and 

performance, to propagate their message.   

This chapter aims to look at the Indian art scene, after Bhupen Khakhar, through 

artists whose works deal with homosexuality.  Through my research, I have come 

across the expression of homoeroticism which can be classified in three broad 

categories: 

i) Homosexuals who consider their gay sexual preference in their 

artworks, 

ii) Heterosexuals who express their views on homosexuality, and 

iii) LGBTI organisations which promotes art forms dealing with 

homosexuality 

 

Perhaps it would be best to extrapolate from the Avant-guard perspective to 

continue the observation of homoeroticism and politics in the artworks of 

contemporary artists after Bhupen Khakhar.   

 

6.1. Sunil Gupta, A Perspective from Camera Lenses 

Nair, 2016, introduces Sunil Gupta as one of the pioneers who is among the 

‘notable few who have relentlessly, without losing breath, asking uncomfortable 
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questions using art as a tool.  He is one of the first photographers from India who 

showed what is wrong with our notions of sexuality, how we are hesitant to speak 

about it and have a thoroughly absurd notions of normalcy.’  Born in New Delhi, 

India, on the 8th of September 1953, Sunil Gupta is the progeny of a North Indian 

Hindu and a Tibetan mother.  The artist, as a child, experienced both the 

metropolitan life of Delhi and the rural life where he often visited relatives on the 

family property.   

His interest in films grew from the American motion pictures for their ‘colours 

and strong story line’.  The impact the movies had on him would later serve him 

in ‘his mature work, including his organization of images in extended series and 

his use of text and other devices to suggest possible narratives’ (Mann, 2007).   

 

He had a struck of luck, when his parents moved to Canada in the late 1960’s.  

Although his parents were financially tragic, that environment was appropriate in 

relation to Gupta’s sexual preference.   

Fig 1:  Sunil Gupta, Love & Light (2004-2009) 

 

Gupta’s education took him to New York and London.  It was in New York, 

inspired by the Gay Liberation Movement2, that the artist did his coming out and 

became an activist.  His public acknowledgement of coming out, he made a 

photographic documentation of gay life in Greenwich Village, New York, during 

the mid-1970s.   

Since, Sunil Gupta has continuously displayed the homosexual life, always in 

relation to his Indian background.  In his visuals, he always captures at least one 

Indian character.  He has also made historical reference in his series of 
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photographs entitled No Solutions (1990), which are ‘deliberately evocative of 

ancient Hindu erotic sculpture’. (Mann, 2004)  Besides his reference to his Indian 

identity as a gay man, Sunil’s works also ‘focuses both his images and writings on 

the black, often African, male bodies’, (Williams, 2004) probably because of his 

other identity tagged to him in Britain, another of his homeland. 

Gupta’s works, as one reads deeper through his artistic career, is deeply anchored, 

as an ethical activist, with a profound study of various issues around 

homosexuality like culture, politics, race, sexuality and health, specially,  after his 

own positive diagnosis with HIV in 1995.  He is well aware of the dangers of his 

gay subjects in India, punishable by ten years of imprisonment3, which is why he 

always chooses ‘accomplices’4, for his photographic purposes.  He captures the 

particular gestures and moves of the actual individuals in India through 

enactments of his collaborators from the very country. 

Sunil Gupta returned to his Indian homeland in 2004 and is courageously thriving 

on ‘his commitment to blurring cultural, racial, and sexual boundaries and to 

promoting political causes through subtle and poetic (rather than didactic) 

imagery’ (Mann, 2007).  Here as well, he will find peers in his artistic field who 

are individually working to turn down the reigning, poorly justified puritan 

beliefs. 

 

6.2. Balbir Krishan 

Fig. 2: Bakbir Krishan, 
This is not Dark life XI,  

2011 
  

 

 

Balbir Singh at the age of 20, 

made some male nude drawings 

and the reactions of his elders, 

indicate the orthodoxy of most 

Indian people.  Ostracism was 

what Balbir had to go through, 

which depicts the mentality of 
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the village middle class people of India.  The artist is gay and the dejection he 

faced from his rural community almost took him towards suicide, at which he was 

unsuccessful but at the expense of both his legs.  Confronting Bhupen Khakar’s 

Yayati, 1987, Balbir’s self-esteem was boosted which pushed him to leave aside 

all his inhibitions and live his life according to his will. 

In 2002, the name Balbir will be legally coupled with Krishan. The authorities 

might not know the aim behind the name change, which was actually, a desire to 

entwine the identities of two lovers.  Having publicly asserted his sexual identity, 

Balbir Krishan’s art practice took a bold form, which he depicts two taboo 

subjects of the Indian society; pornography and homoeroticism.   

The politics surrounding his paintings clashed with the mainstream thinking in 

January 2012, when a group of people started manifesting against the supposedly 

‘vulgar’ contents of his oeuvres.  Physically harmed and psychologically 

traumatised, Balbir with the support of artist friends grew stronger and continues 

to make full use of his freedom of speech. 

Fig. 3: Balbir Krishan, 
This is not Dark Life IX, 
2011 
 

 

Along with his artworks, his 

political and religious and 

philosophical views are becoming a 

confident voice of an art activist 

which can be read through his 

statements: “Who are religious 

leaders? They are part of our 

society, one among us. Just because they are well read in the verses and 

scriptures does not mean they can interfere with the daily lives of people at large. 

Freedom of expression should be set high on a pedestal, at par with God with no 

interference from either religion or the state. We live in a democracy, and just like 

religious leaders have the right to censure someone/something, any citizen of this 

country can return them the favour.” 
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Balbir further enlightens us through his philosophical views towards a firm belief 

of the aesthetics of nudity.  The artist states:  

 

“Why does God create us all in the nude? Beauty lies in the eyes of the beholder. 

It is all in our mentality whether we treat something as art or aberration. People 

who find a nude painting offensive have zero artistic bent of mind. It is they who 

need to reform their thought process to more liberal outlook.” 

Fig. 4: Balbir Krishan, 
This is not Dark Life X, 

2011 
 

 

Balbir’s paintings display a colourful flat 

ground, which are softly lifted to reveal a 

matrix of still images from gay porn.  

These pictures are personally chosen by 

Balbir which he gets printed digitally on 

the canvas surface he will later paint on, 

bridging the gap between traditional and new media. 

Balbir’s paintings seem to be stressing on the artistic freedom for his works 

constantly gratifying the libidinal impulses of homosexuality love in without any 

constraints.  Balbir Krishan’s works are political in the sense that he is 

purposefully going against the mores of his puritan society.  As his works keep us 

spend longer time in front of it, one can come to the realisation that he/ she is a 

voyeur in people’s intimacy.   

Balbir Krishan works, parallel Bhupen Khakhar’s masterpieces where same-sex 

love is celebrated, in a more figurative style than the narrative mode of the latter 

artist. 

Balbir is now married to Michael Grigansso and has moved to America.  

Migration is yet another solution to complete freedom of legal rights for gay 

people in countries like India. 
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If artists like Balbir Krishan, who belong to a generation after Bhupen Khakhar 

celebrate same-sex love through their creations, the generation following  the 

former artist take a more neutral but compelling approach towards the depiction of 

homoeroticism. 

 

6.3. Tsohil Bhatia 

Fig. 5: Tsohil Bhatia, 2016 

 

 

Tsohil Bhatia a Delhi 

born and Delhi based 

emerging artist, uses 

performance art, as well 

as, photography to voice 

out his sexuality.  He 

says that his art liberates him from the guilt that he has to hide something from the 

world.  Like Bhupen Khakhar, Bhatia is also creating a narrative through the self.  

In figure 5, when Bhatia himself stands nude in front of the statues of Hindu 

deities, he is altogether questioning the invalidity of the social constructed 

identity.  The way Goddess Sita is pointing her finger depicts how the society 

points finger to the homosexual people judging their sexual identity to be against 

nature.  In relation to the Ramayana, Goddess Sita is perhaps pointing at the gay 

man as if he was the beautiful deer she saw when they were in exile in the forest.  

And when she will discover the truth of 

the guy’s sexuality, the gay will be seen 

as an enemy in disguise.  This somehow 

depicts the societal attitude of how close 

acquaintances behave once they come to 

know about the deviate sexuality from 

theirs. 

 

Fig. 6: Tsohil Bhatia, 2014 
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Tsohil also acknowledges (Nair, 2016), that his coming out was via his works, just 

like Bhupen.  This is still an evidence of the situation being still the same since 

Khakhar time.  The resistance to homophobia seems harder today, primarily 

because of the Indian Government insistence on its puritan views concerning 

homosexuality which was proved by the re-enforcement of the Indian Penal Code 

Section 377, criminalising same-sex love after abolishing it briefly in 2009. But 

art activism for gay men is affirming itself especially through the works of artist 

from the mainstream sexuality.  

 

6.4. Abir karmarkar 

Abir Karmarkar is one among the few heterosexual persons who has given a 

thought to sexuality outside of his own box.  He thus “create(s) a virtual reality, a 

sort of parallel world, to explore my ‘other’ self, and convey or question certain 

prevailing concepts and notions related to sexuality that I find odd and 

unjustifiable”. 

Through his works Abir is dealing with the politics of one’s own classification to 

either one of the two gender categories; male and female.  He therefore theorises 

and philosophises on gender and sexuality as he states that: “… the feminine being 

hidden within me… I look to blur boundaries between the feminine and masculine, 

by questioning such notions.” 

 Fig. 7: Abir Karmarkar, Search for Superheroes, 2010 
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Karmarkar’s imbued identity political paintings touches by near homoeroticism in 

some of his oeuvres.  One example would be his painting entitled ‘Search of 

Superheroes’, 2010, showing a man from backside, kneeling bended inside a box 

full of toys.  For a child, the toy box is the whole world, where he dwells and 

finds security from the external powers.  In that imaginary world everything is 

treasured, while the child is the ‘King’ of this kingdom.  Probably Abir has used 

this concept, which in this case represents a grown up male, who seems to try 

fitting in his own world.  What may initially seem a return to childhood gradually 

reveals to a homoerotic desire of a male to experience anal sex insinuated by the 

dildos of various forms and sizes.  But the work is not merely libidinous for a 

deeper reading can be done. The man is a depiction of innocence, which cannot be 

free in a world full of prejudice, precisely as gay people are regarding their sexual 

orientation. 

Karmarkar, through his works is questioning the social paradigms of the 

mainstream society to which he belongs.  It may take a while for Karmarkar 

works to permeate the minds of his alike, heterosexuals in this case.  The fending 

off of homophobia is at a standstill since colonial time.  Perhaps the push of 

LGBTI communities which are germinating rapidly around India, through art 

activism, can breathe some progressive ideals to the mainstream society. 

 

6.5. LGBTI Organisations 

Fig. 8: Jijo Kuriakose, 

(details unknown)   

 

 

Another observation through this research, as 

mentioned previously, is the LGBTI 

organisations around India, who through art 

embolden their voice for the recognition of 

same-sex love in the country.  The Keralian 

organisation “Queerala”, organised 

‘Homomorphism’, an exhibition which 
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brought together 5 artists together comprising of Jijo Kuriakose, Revathy V.K, 

Nishad, Anish Divakaran and Muhammed Zuhrabi.  As the organiser of the 

exhibition, Jijo Kuriakose states that “Realistic representations of homosexuality 

occupy a narrow space in the art world as many of the works that exist are done 

by heterosexuals and are inaccurate. So we are trying to represent the notions of 

body, same gender intimacy, fantasies and life through the eyes of homosexuals 

through visual frames, dispelling the sublime modes. Apart from the art show, we 

are also organising talks and interactive sessions to create more awareness about 

the subject.” Another aim of this exhibition was to give more exposure to art 

containing homoeroticism as members of “Queerala” feel that the mainstream 

media, in India, cater only for the heterosexuals.   

 

Through their own distinctive style of painting, the artists participating in 

‘Homomorphism’ defied the notions, which according to Jijo, is misconstrued on 

somatic pleasures rather than rendering the mind or spirit.  The participating 

artists by the means of art have emphasised on companionship rather than 

physicality as Nair (2016) conveys in his article ‘Dialling Q for Queer’.  As such 

in the work of Nishad we can see two nude men sleeping in a bed which reminds 

a drawing from David Hockney, while Jijo uses poetic text and micro pen drawing 

to voice his love and longing for a male partner.   “Queerala” is working actively 

on the dichotomy of fighting for LGBTI people as well as to change the 

perceptions that same-sex love is all about debauchery.   

 

However, “Queerala” is not the only LGBTI organisation which has used 

homoerotic art to debate in favour of same-sex love.  In Hydrabad, 2012, Vishal 

Tandon, an art historian curated an art exhibition which was to hoist the qeer 

pride, claims that it is ‘… the first professionally curated queer art exhibition’. 

 

Talking about the state of homosexuality in India as well as stating the aim of this 

exhibition Vishal further says that: ‘We have a ‘Don’t ask, don’t talk’ attitude to 

gay and queer issues in the society at large.  Being gay or a bi-sexual isn’t just 

about sex.  There are issues of acceptance, marginalisation, rights and so much 
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more to it that meets the eye.  The idea is to sensitize people to understand and to 

relate to people with different sexual orientation by providing a cultural 

expression through art that appreciates and celebrates the differences in gender 

and sexuality.’ 

 

The exhibition displayed 20 paintings by 6 internationally acclaimed artists, 4 of 

which were queer artists while the 2 other were straight Indian women.   

 

Change and evolution being constant, it can be however observed how the 

mainstream Indian society has stagnated on the politics revolving about same-sex 

love.  However, people falling on the conventional wing, although a minority, 

have started to think outside their boxes, and the Indian art field is gradually 

seeing its growth.   

Homoerotic art in the Indian art scene has had a positive change in the art scene as 

has been researched in this thesis.  If on a first place, more and more gay creative 

people are coming out openly through their art, heterosexual artists are also 

approaching the homoerotic theme.  I believe that it is to be prized not for the 

mainstream artists’ choice of theme but for their views which can add to the 

temerarious effort of fending off homophobia socially and politically.  This 

individual dive into art activism conjoins the relentless works by the various 

LGBTI organisations who are determined to stay to defend the human rights of 

queer people.   

What is not to be ignored is that, female artists whether queer or straight are also 

venturing bravely to the depiction of homoeroticism with a strong political 

message in favour of LGBTI people.  In that line of thought, we can quote the 

names of Tejal Shah, a lesbian woman artist; and the heterosexual woman artist, 

Mithu Sen.   

As contemporary emerging artist, my works debates around male-to-male love 

from a man’s perspective.    
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____________________________ 

Notes: 

1. An author, politician, and former international civil servant, Shashi Tharoor straddles several worlds of 

experience. Currently a second-term Lok Sabha MP representing the Thiruvananthapuram constituency and 

Chairman of the Parliamentary Standing Committee on External Affairs, he has previously served as Minister of 

State for Human Resource Development and Minister of State for External Affairs in the Government of India. 

During his nearly three-decade long prior career at the United Nations, he served as a peacekeeper, refugee 

worker, and administrator at the highest levels, serving as Under-Secretary General during Kofi Annan's 

leadership of the organisation. Dr. Tharoor is also an award-winning author of works of both fiction as well as 

non-fiction… (http://www.shashitharoor.in/know-me.php) 

2. Gay Liberation Movement in the early 1970’s up to the mid 1980’s, was actuated by the Stonewall riots in 1969, 

in New York America, in radical reaction towards the society through gay pride. 

3. As mentioned in the Indian Penal code Section 377 

4. Richard G. Mann used tis term ‘accomplices’ in his article on Sunil Gupta for the LGBTQ online 

encyclopaedia.  Sunil Gupta does not violate the privacy of his models, and hence those who agree to pose for 

him are well aware of the consequences they may face once the photographs are shown to the public. 
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2009, at the School of Fine Arts, Mahatma Gandhi Institute (MGI), Mauritius, I was 

sitting as a final year Bachelors student, specialising in painting.  In the Art History 

class, the last theoretical module of the class was ‘Art in Mauritius’, lectured by Dr. 

Hans Ramduth1.  It was for the first time that I grew acquaintance with the works 

of Kums.  I remember the lecturer mentioning the numerous times Henry Coombes 

changed his signature in his paintings.  Though he was undoubtedly already famous 

as an artist, I had not yet come face to face with his paintings.  And when I did 

finally came across his works in an exhibition, all the imaginary images I had 

formulated in my mind came to reality, striking more as to how the artist was 

expressing the taboo issue of homosexuality in such a naïve way.  I vividly 

remember the first time when I talked to Kums in an exhibition entitled ‘13’, in 

which we both participated in 2015.  I was being very humble while Kums was as 

ever young and full of life, and I felt much honoured that he knew me through my 

works already.  He was obviously talking about the works I had been realising since 

I completed my degree, as they were exhibited in several group exhibitions. 

Fig.1: Arvin Ombika, It’s All in the 

Head, 2009 
 

After my graduation in May 

2009, I started painting in my 

room studio at my parent’s 

house.  My works were 

already speaking about 

identity politics, the identity as 

a Mauritian.  As we have 

already seen previously, 

Mauritius is a melting pot of 

religions, each with their 

distinct cultural practices.  But 

how far are Mauritians 

allowing space for a purely 

blending of cultures which 

originated from several parts 
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of the world?  From my own personal experience, I could tell that the mixing of 

cultures through procreation was not a very common aspect as we can witness 

through the Métis2 people of the neighbour island, La Réunion3.  My paintings at 

that time tended more to show the aesthetic beauty of blending together.   

In the process of development of the theme, I used the starred head dress worn by 

many old people from the Hindu community.  The bandana4 became a symbol of 

the Hindu community through time as it was used in ceremonies like marriages as 

well as prayers and by pilgrims walking towards the sacred lake, Grand Bassin5 on 

the occasion of MahaShivaratri6.  As my mother told me, this bandana was brought 

by our ancestors from India, and so it was for me a symbol of my origin.  In the 

same process of concept formulation, I also considered the name to which Mauritius 

is often referred to; Rainbow Island.   

Fig.2: Arvin Ombika,  
Multicultural- self, 2010 
 

Somehow, I was very much 

intrigued by the term Rainbow, 

as in relation to Mauritius, it 

represented the multicultural 

society, but on its wider know 

definition, it is often associated 

to the queer community.  My 

concept was ready, as I decided 

to paint each of the stars on the 

bandana, which originally carry 

a red dot inside, with the 

colours of the rainbow, which 

would come to signify the 

allowance of mixing with the other cultures while simultaneously preserving the 

background, for though against one’s wish, it cannot be altered. Still one thing had 

to be though over, what should be the colour of the skin?  

As I am a figurative painter, human figures are ever-present in my artworks to 

express the ideas I want to transmit.  I had to make the skin colour speak through 
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my paintings as skin complexion is also subject to differentiation.  Coupled with 

the thinking trend of the colours, it sounded reasonable to mix all the colours 

together to show the blending of cultures, for religions are sometimes also 

symbolised through colours of the Mauritian flag: red for the Chinese community, 

while blue for Christian community, yellow for the Hindus and Green for the 

Muslims.  The result of this mixture was a grey hue, which could be modulated in 

multiple tonal values using white, to create a scale of grey shades, for the sake of 

depicting light and shade, which was to be the most suited complexion for my 

models in the painting. 

Fig. 3: Arvin Ombika,  
Chameleon, 2012 

 

At that time I painted several 

self-portraits, primarily 

because I was my own model, 

unless I was adapting 

photographs from the internet.  

On a more conceptual basis, 

self-portraits are justified in 

the sense that the world I can 

visually experience is through 

my eyes, and hence, depiction 

of the self was representing the 

world around me.   

Kums was also there around 

me, in the art field, with whose works I could already at that time draw a parallel.  

Through our visual language is completely different, there is a similarity in what 

the colours speak.  Both Kums and I were borrowing colours from the rainbow, if 

was representing the Mauritian nation from that palette, Kums was displaying the 

gay nation through those colours.   

When I started planning this thesis, I initiated communication via the social 

network; Facebook.  Gradually, I came to realise that Ennri Kums was one of the 

youngest friends I had on this particular social network, as he could be found online 
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most of the time and was quick to respond.  Kums is the Avant-guard of homoerotic 

depiction in the Mauritian art scene while when I came to India for my Masters, I 

realised, Bhupen Khakhar was the pioneer of the same thematic approach, from 

where the research interest developed into this dissertation. It was in February 2016, 

on my tour to the Annual Delhi Art Fair that I was thrilled with contemplation for 

the National Gallery of Modern Art (NGMA) was simultaneously holding a 

retrospective exhibition on Bupen Khakahar, in the ground floor.   

I was face to face with the depiction of Indian homoerotic art of the Avant-guard.  

The feeling was mixed, elated at the scene of the artworks, and, puzzled at how 

daring he was to harness homosexuality in his time.  Little had I known beforehand, 

I could have acquired to photo document all the paintings for this thesis, but my 

eyes still can see these paintings vividly.   

Bhupen’s works boosted me enough to start working in that direction of gay sexual 

identity politics.  And when it so happened, the Mauritian art context is also 

expanding in the exploration of homoerotic thematic.  An addition to Ennri Kum’s 

school of thoughts is adding to an ongoing legacy.  I, intentionally decided to take 

a context which depicts a drastic effect on gay Vis a Vis the reach of the society in 

my visual depiction.  The homophobic attitude of the society somehow pushes gay 

men to remain in the closet and be their real self, undercover. 

The face is a prime mark of identity, from which one can stick a name.  If 

Shakespeare asked ‘What’s in a name?’ Today I have the answers from the point of 

view of the homosexual man.  When one is subject of taboo, and become the tell-

tale for the society from his name, to which his facial physiognomy is attached.  

Therefore, my works depict that compulsion gay man face as marginal; victims of 

homophobia. 

The closeted identity, which has to be respected if so is the wish of the individual, 

although against his will, has carried me in approaching alternative ways of 

depicting homoeroticism through the paintings.   

 

7.1. The Great Migration to a Human Space 

The marginal way of rendering homoeroticism, at first took me to the extreme 

opposite end of representation, abstraction as if I migrated to a land where all look 
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the same and co-exist harmoniously. A migration, which I landed into The Great 

Migration to a Human Space, resulted in what seems like a reductive, minimalist 

and conceptual approach.  

At first glance and probably for a prolonged period of time, the mark machining 

with acrylic on canvas, birds or rather as maps of an imaginary land.  But the fact 

is that it will be musing as Kums reveals about this series: “…They are practically 

unrecognisable as parts of the bodies, a way to fend off sexism and homophobia.” 

 

Fig.4: Arvin Ombika, 
Migration to a Human 

Space I, 2016 
 

Once, one starts 

overpowering the 

cognitive aptitude of 

the brain, the truth of 

two men engaged in intimate actions from kissing to foreplay and ultimately sexual 

intercourse, is revealed. The imaginary land becomes a representation of a place 

convivial for gay people as Ennri Kums supports that: “It’s a very good idea to have 

used parts of the body (in the Great Migration… drawings) and used them as 

‘continents/countries’, maps, they meet oh so subtlety…”.9 

Fig.5: Arvin Ombika, 
Migration to a Hu,man Space 
II, 2016 
 

The birds turn into 

migrating creatures 

alluding to the gold rush of 

gay people in their native 

countries which 

marginalise them, in quest 

of a country like Canada, Britain, or the USA.7  But once in that utopian land, I was 

propelled back to reality, as to what my painting practice was urging.  There is hope 

in the real land still to spread a message anchored deeply in world history. 
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7.2. Plato’s Symposium: Discussion 

Plato’s Symposium, is probably one of world’s most ancient writings which 

advocates and legitimises homosexuality.  The readings of the discussion on love 

which goes on a banquet with wine drinking according to a person’s desire among 

Paedrus, Pausanias, Aristophanes, Agathon, Socrates and Diotoma, was a rung of 

the ladder to my next series.  As Monoxide, 2002, puts it, ‘…his (Plato’s) works 

has described the perfection of homoerotic perfection.’  A more valid statement 

would be from Plato himself stating that: “The symposium might be described as a 

manual for those embarking on the homoerotic-spiritual path.” 

Phaedrus the first speaker exposes in depth the relationships between men and their 

boyfriends, which is then taken by Pausanias who describes love as forked between 

common love and celestial love.  The second speaker defines common love as the 

progeny of Zeus and Dione, and is therefore part male and part female terming it as 

lustful love which can be brought into anyone’s experience, categorising it as low.  

On the other hand, celestial love is wholly male, devoid of feminine qualities.   

Fig. 6: Arvin Ombika, Plato’s Symposium: 

Discussion II, 2017 
 

The next speaker gives a totally different 

view of love, which is perhaps the most 

well-known speech from the Symposium.  

He claims that at the beginning there were 

three genders; male, female and 

androgynous, whom, the gods did not like 

and split them into two.  Aristophane says, 

in the same line of soul mates in quest for 

one’s true love: 

“Love draws our original nature back 

together; he tries to re integrate us and heal the split in our nature.” Aristophane’s 

quote has been employed in, Plato’s Symposium: Discussion II, 2017; to argue that 

love is spiritual for it is a quest which will complete one as a whole, regardless of 

sexuality and gender. 
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Fig. 7: René Magritte,  
The Lovers, 1928 

 

 

Agathon who takes the speech next 

explains, ‘love to be the youngest of 

all gods, as opposed to the oldest, as 

Phaedrus described’, (Monoxide, 

2002).  Agathon further claim claims 

love to be fluid in nature and hence adaptable to different men’s mind. 

However Socrates, twisting Agathon’s speech terms love as hideous and 

undesirable, since it one can desire what one lacks and love desires goodness and 

attractiveness. 

Diotoma, on the other hand neutralises the nature of love stating that, love is neither 

attractive nor ugly, neither good nor bad, neither mortal nor god.  Advocating same-

sex love between men, she, the only female participant in the Symposium and, who 

is an expert in love specifies: “… (a homosexual) relationship involves a far 

stronger bond and far more constant affection than is experienced by people who 

are united by ordinary children.’ Here Diotoma, insinuates that the creative ideas 

which develop between homosexual couples, are like their offspring, which they 

nurture with utmost care. 

In this series of works, I have developed from the quotes of the Symposium to bring 

about the politics around homosexuality.  It questions or rather forces one to think 

over the regressive situation created by the modern society marginalising gay 

people, which is supported by Plato’s Symposium: Discussion V.  The quote 

translates as: 

“So where it is a general rule that it is wrong to gratify lovers, this can be attributed 

to the defects of those who make that rule: government’s lust for rule and the 

subject’s cowardice.” 
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Fig 8: Arvin Ombika,  
Plato’s Symposium: 
Discussion I, 2017 
 

 

This statement 

directly propels one 

into the politics 

which still has its 

validity till date.  

Compositionally, 

the triangular shape 

reminds one of the gay symbols which originated during Nazi time to differentiate 

homosexuals in concentration camps, the pink triangle.  Still in this painting as the 

rest of the body which could reveal the identity of the models has been avoided, the 

intimate part has been draped, representing the taboo around sex itself, in the 

context of a conservative country like India and Mauritius as well to some extent. 

This particular series has completely hidden the facial identity of the models, 

(especially Plato’s Symposium: Discussion II, fig.7), reminiscent of René 

Magritte’s The Lovers, 1928.  Magritte puts a veil which in a contemporary queer 

context puts in question the gender identity of the models themselves.  The models 

could be two persons of the same-sex, or a transgendered person and a man.  My 

appropriation of the white drapery here becomes significant of the white lies gay 

people in the closet have to tact with the mainstream people. Artist Balbir Krishan9 

notes that, the draperies is a veiling that is perhaps a commentary on many modern 

societies’ restrictions on sexuality.   

 

7.3. A Couple’s Ledger 

Hands are so expressive in nature.  For deaf people, the language of signs is 

primarily communicated by hand gestures.  Similarly, mudras8, expression through 

hand gestures are a creative use of hands’ power of expression.  It was along these 

lines of thoughts that A Couple’s Ledger, was conceived.   
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Fig.9: Arvin Ombika, A Couple’s Ledger: Tower of 

Togetherness, 2017 
 

 

This series can be seen a diplomatic language 

sign to express the various experiences of gay 

people to the homophobes who turn a deaf ear 

to the existence and validity of homosexual 

love.   

Inspired by mudras initially, the body of works 

takes a more intimate approach.  Mudras which 

are used in various dance forms in Indian sub-

continent are expressed to an audience.  A 

Couple’s Ledger delves into the intimacy of 

any couple’s privacy, depicted through hand 

gestures, concentrating on how a couple builds 

a relationship through experiences like sex, 

jealousy, trust and celebration, a view supported by Ennri Kums who writes: “The 

Couple’s Ledger shows how much a story of two hands/arms can tell: strength, 

tenderness, solidarity, sensuality… It’s probably the series that impress me the 

most.” 

Fig. 10: Arvin Ombika,  
A Couple’s Ledger: Peace, 2017 

 

 

Just like a couple’s financial 

budget is a talk between two 

persons in relationship, so 

are the hands depicting the 

intimate input each couple 

has to put of himself.  Like 

any hetero-normative 

couple, the gay couple also 
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lead their life with compromise needed between two distinct individuals to live 

together in peace.  

On a Scholarly conversation with Dr. Indranil Mandal9, observes   that in “A 

Couple’s Ledger" series the Serpent is a famous Freudian symbol which denotes 

phallus. Thus here the Serpent may denote the propagation of hymen. 

 

7.4. A Popular Folktale 
 

Fig. 11: Arvin Ombika,  
A Popular Folktale I, 2017 
 

 

Coupled with A Couple’s Ledger; A Popular 

Folktale series sprouted.  This body of work is 

a tale of a folk- a particular group of people, 

gay men in this case.  It is a story narrating the 

infatuation, falling in love and experiencing 

sex among other Tale of a folk, group of 

people. Paradoxically, become very popular 

and can as well be witnessed in many person’s 

personal experience of love regardless of gender and sexuality.   

These experiences, encourages one to step out of the boxes, suggested by the 

squares in this series backgrounds, and venture in the world to better understand the 

self.  The experiences are then translated to a couple’s entity, where they build upon 

the undergoing which teach the couple as a team, 

to compromise, assertion of self-individuality 

while also considering and respecting that of the 

partner.  As the boxes are explored, a whole 

connection and strength is built in the 

relationship.   

 

 

Fig. 12: Arvin Ombika, 
A Popular Folktale II, 2016 
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Kum’s regarding this series motivates by saying: “The ‘Popular Folktale’… are 

interesting and could be worked further to attain the intricacies of the previous (A 

Couple’s Ledger) series but it’s promising.” 

 

7.5. “…Either I’m Nobody, or I’m a Nation” 

Embarkment on the homoerotic-spiritual path has been the principal running line 

behind the series entitled: “…Either I’m Nobody, or I’m a Nation”.  The style of 

the series has carried me into a more narrative mode. 

 

Fig. 13: Arvin Ombika,  
“…Either I’m Nobody, or I’m a Nation”, 
2017 
 

 

Conceptually the work is instituted 

on the idea of ‘Platonic Ladder’ 

introduced by Plato through 

Diotima, in the Symposiym.  The 

particular ladder is being referred to 

‘a device to attain the highest love’, 

reserved exclusively for the males.  

Here I am not intending to disown 

the other genders, but rather am well 

aware of their own specificities.  The 

concept of platonic ladder is stepped from the rung of ‘loving the physical beauty 

of just one person, and then loving all physical beauty, to then love mental beauty, 

to finally just love beauty itself’, hence becoming a nation of homoerotic spiritual 

love.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7: “…Either I’m Nobody, or I’m a Nation”: Contextualising My Artworks 

 

 

Shared History, Shared Identity: Politics and Homoeroticism in the Avant-garde Paintings of 
Bhupen Khakhar  (India) and Ennri Kums (Mauritius) 

11
5 

Figure. 14: Derek Wallcot,   
(1930-2017) 

 

 

In his poem, “The Schooner 

Flight”, Derek Wallcot (1930-

2017), stated: “I’m just a nigger 

who love the sea.  I had a sound 

colonial education, I have 

Dutch, nigger and English in 

me, and either I’m nobody, or I’m a nation.” 

The statement made by Wallcot can be used to justify this ongoing body of works, 

to describe the insignificance of an individual who is bereft of any identity, if not 

put into some context of the society he/she lives in.  As an individual one always 

carries the image of his country’s cultural and political beliefs.   

Elements from the west, the purple rhinoceros had been merged in conjunction with 

Indian symbolic elements like music instruments, flowers, bells and anklets beads 

which is an insinuation to take 

inspiration leaving aside the 

regressive homophobic views, and 

embrace a law which allows equality 

for all.   

The purple rhinoceros first appeared 

in December 1974, coincide by two 

gay activists named: Bernie Toal and 

Tom Morganti.  Toal justifying the 

symbolic meaning of the creature, 

states that: ‘The rhino is much 

maligned and misunderstood animal, 

but is in actuality, a gentle creature.’ 

 
 
 

Fig. 15: Arvin Ombika, 
A Popular Folktale II, 2016 
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Fig. 16: Puprle Rhino created by  
Toal and Morganti, 1974 

 

The observation made by Toal, is also 

justifiable in relation to my ongoing series, 

where the purple rhino represents the gay 

men who are misunderstood creatures whose 

identity is shaken by the marginalising attitude of the society towards same-sex 

love. I do not blame people individually, but somehow question their ideals based 

on social misconstrual. 

 

My works I believe undoubtedly raises question of identity politics.  Though not 

build up on the identical school of thoughts held by Kums, I am well aware that my 

paintings follows to be the next generation of artists working on male to male same-

sex love themes.  Given my Indo-Mauritian background and my visit to India has a 

turning point in my mode of expression.  My works draws parallel between the 

Indian and Mauritian society, which in partnership give voice to a hybrid, yet 

justifiable context of shared history and shared identity conjoined by homoerotic 

art and the politics related to it.   

Balbir and his husband Michael reviewing my artworks state that: ‘Arvin has fully 

expressed the beauty of touch, power of union, and joy of sexuality in his paintings.  

We the viewers, are drawn in, and cannot help but share in bliss.’9 

 

_____________________________ 

Notes 

1. Dr. Hans Ramduth is the Assistant professor in the Art History Department of the School of Fine Arts, MGI, 

where he currently also holds the position of the Director.  He has authored the book Art in Mauritius: Post 

Independence Issues and Perspectives, in 2007. 

2. Métis means any person of mixed ancestry.(dictionary.com) 

3. Located in the Mascarene Archipelago, Reunion Island – a French overseas department – offers travellers the 

exoticism of a tropical island in the Indian Ocean. At the crossroads of European, African and Asian cultures, 

Reunion is a true melting pot.  Located in the Mascarene Archipelago, Reunion Island – a French overseas 

department – offers travellers the exoticism of a tropical island in the Indian Ocean. At the crossroads of European, 

African and Asian cultures, Reunion is a true melting pot. (http://en.reunion.fr/) 

http://en.reunion.fr/
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4. Bandana is a large coloured handkerchief, typically with white spots, worn tied around the head or neck. 

(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/bandana) 

5. Ganga Talao (commonly known as Grand Bassin) is a crater lake situated in a secluded mountain area in the 

district of Savanne, deep in the heart of Mauritius. It is about 1800 feet above sea level. The first group of pilgrims 

who went to Ganga Talao were from the village of Triolet and it was led by Pandit Giri Gossayne from Terre 

Rouge in 1898. (Wikipedia) 

For Hindu Mauritians it is also a representation of the Holy Ganges in India. 

6. The Mahashivaratri festival is among the most popular Hindu festivals in Mauritius and provides an occasion for 

great religious fervour and mass participation through annual pilgrimage to the lake of Grand Bassin (Ganga 

Talao). (http//:pages.intnet.mu/fullstop/Events/Mahashiv).  

7. The concept alludes to LGBTQ migration which is the movement of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

and queer (LGBTQ) people around the world and domestically, often to escape discrimination or ill treatment due 

to their sexuality. Globally, many LGBTQ people attempt to leave discriminatory regions in search of more 

tolerant ones. 

8. Mudras are positions of the body that have some kind of influence on the energies of the body, or your mood. 

Mostly the hands and fingers are held in some position, but the whole body may be part of the mudra as well. 

(electicenergies.com)  Mudras are also used in Indian classical dance like, Bhrat Natyam, Kathak and Kathakali, 

among others. 

9. I am thankful to the following persons for their comments on my works: 

a) Ennri Kums, Mauritian Artist 

b) Dr. Nalini Treebhoobun,  Artist and Assistant Professor at the School of Fine Arts, Mahatma Gandhi 

Institute, Mauritius 

c) Mr. Michael Giangrasso, 

d) Mr. Balbir Krishan, Indian born Artist, now settled in U.S.A 

e) Mrs. Gitanjali Pyndiah, Doctoral Research Scholar, Centre for Cultural Studies, Goldsmiths University 

of London 

f) Mrs. Deepa Bauhadoor, Artist and Secondary School Teacher, Beau Bassin SSS, Mauritius 

g) Dr. Indranil Mandal, Book Critic and Assistant Professor in Geography, H.B. College, Nalhati, 

Birbhum, West-Bengal, India 
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The Avant-guard paintings by Bhupen Khakhar left a prized legacy for the 

homosexual community in India.  Today, Bhupen, after his death in 2003, is 

remembered mostly for the coming out through his paintings, not only stimulating 

the Indian art scene but on an international level as well.   

Ennri Kums, who is still fit and continues to work on his sexuality, taking the new 

directions- life and death, through his series Eros and Thanatos.  Kums is not 

afraid of death, but rather plays with it to enhance his art practice and accepts it as 

a facet of life, just like he embraced his deviating sexuality from his society.  He 

is the pioneer of gay art in Mauritius and has added up in the making of a more 

holistic Mauritian Art, breaking away all the taboos in full celebration, as 

evidenced through his painting.   

Both artists have in their own cultural context expanded our understanding of 

sexual identities. Outside the art field, their works are a considerable contribution 

to the academia looking into queer studies.  Bhupen and Kums have given a hand 

in expanding and justifying the beliefs held by Queer theory.  Their public 

acceptance of their respective sexuality through art, has expanded the 

understanding of gay sexual identities within their culture and time.   They have 

challenged the ‘naïve uniformed and prejudiced views’ (Summers, 2011), out of 

their society and put them in question on an international front.      

Bhupen exposes his society in all honesty through his naïve, Rosseauesque 

paintings.  He has brought out a challenge to the orthodox middle class (the 

majority of the Indian population) society of India.  Through his juxtaposition of 

homoerotic scenes with religious spaces like in Two Men in Banaras; he puts the 

puritanical ideals of religious leaders of the country.  Perhaps he is insinuating 

that not everybody is free of sin, if assumed that same-sex love is profane.  He 

could also be implying the presence of homosexual activities in sacred places, or 

in other way, he is asking people to look back at their progressive Queer history, 

where same-sex love was raised to divine levels through the temple sculptures.   

In the same line, his reference to Mughal miniatures in particular, for his 

compositions can be taken as frame to look into the Mughal periods, where gay 

relationship was at its peak among sultans and celebrated through the arts.  
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Bhupen also celebrates his sexuality together with his friends and lovers in his 

paintings on a much larger scale than the miniature paintings. 

Bhupen proves to be a keen reader of the society.  He reads between the lines and 

translates his findings in canvas like Yayati.  As we saw in Chapter 4 this 

particular painting is based on the epic Mahabharata.  He is here questioning 

those homophobic priests about their education, for they indeed have to know the 

epic by heart.  A queer reading of the account of King Yayati is simultaneously 

laughing in turn at the religious leaders.  It would be a good reminder that though 

from a different account, homosexual behaviours are indeed present in the Hindu 

epics as was discussed in Chapter 2. 

Bhupen further crudely criticises the morals altogether depicting another aspect of 

the Indian society; gossiping.  His paintings like My Dear Friend and You can’t 

please all, depicts how gossiping affects the behaviours of the fellow people, 

probably something from which he wants to turn a deaf ear to by doing his 

coming out through the latter painting.  He is however well aware, through My 

Dear Friend, that he is being well observed by his surrounding which would spice 

up the neighbours gossips.  The story he referred to in You Can’t Please All, is 

based on the Aesop’s1 fable from the ancient Greek.  Bhupen here learns from the 

lesson from the story that, if you set out to please all, you end up pleasing none 

and end up like a slave.  This also depicts a picture of the society where the views 

and ideas are split, and where people are more interested in finding material in 

people’s personal life to make their causerie more saporous. Therefore, Bhupen 

knew that if he tried to care for his surrounding, he would eventually suffer from 

having to conceal the truth, contrary to this Gandhian philosophies he followed 

quite strictly since his adolescence. The painting became his justification to do his 

coming out. 

Khakhar, moreover, observes another aspect of his society, which is in 

contradiction to the puritan beliefs on homosexuality.  Homosexual attitudes are 

well imbued in the Indian culture, as was mentioned in Chapter 1.  Through his 

oeuvres, particularly the watercolour, depicting two men urinating close to each 

other, Bhupen, creates a recognisable situation specific to the queer eyes.  In gay 

cultures around the world, the public toilets have been reputed to be a place for 
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gay sexual encounters.  Here, Bhupen is giving evidence that same-sex desires are 

well present in India.  Fishermen in Goa, is yet another painting depicting the 

approval of homoerotic behaviours within the Indian society.  Here, Bhupen is 

painting a broader picture as he has situated the work on another geographical 

space within his country.  

Moreover, Bhupen Khakhar, besides brushing the Indian society’s picture, also 

paints images depicting the experiences of gay life in India, which reflects the 

situation in countries, where homosexuality is criminalised.  Loneliness is one 

aspect that was categorised in chapter 4.  These paintings like Man eating Jalebee 

and Man in Pub are artworks which come from two distinct contexts; from India 

and Britain respectively.  They represent the seclusion the gay persons encounter 

for they have to hide their own sexual preference because of the reigning puritan 

laws.  It also connects with You can’t Please All, where trying to please all one 

ends up suffering in solitude.  However in a more personal way, it shows the 

apprehension of aged people, fearing not to find a partner to relieve their sexual 

desires, joining with the concept he intended for Yayati, which he was initially 

titled Touch. 

 

Ennri Kums, in turn proposes a solution to the Mauritian society through his 

oeuvres.  This remedy consist of a Utopian approach where everybody, especially 

people involved in same-sex love live freely.  Ennri Kums has made peace with 

his own sexuality and what the society expects from him, he is very conscious he 

cannot please them all.   

In all his festive mood, Kums works becomes political through his constant use of 

icons, signs and symbols which calls upon semiosis.  He has created a lexicon of 

sign language, which subtly comments on the society.  It would be most 

appropriate to better understand Ennri Kums’s language through the table in the 

appendix. 

Kums icons are sometimes anchored in the religion. Being an atheist himself, 

Ennri plays and distorts the religious icons like the cross and the sacred heart, 

probably raising same-sex love to spiritual level, which sends us back to ancient 

times, where homosexuality was institutionalised and celebrated.  Kums through 



Chapter 8: Conclusion 
 

 
Shared History, Shared Identity: Politics and Homoeroticism in the Avant-garde Paintings of 

Bhupen Khakhar  (India) and Ennri Kums (Mauritius) 
121 

his paintings, like Bhupen through the Mughal miniature reference, demands a 

look into history, fending off homophobia. 

Kums has also integrated historical reference through his use of the Fascinus, 

which originally meant to ward off evil in ancient Greece which is now common 

in gay tattoos.  The artists here seems to insinuate the power of a queer symbol to 

fight the homophobic attitudes, hence his painting becoming an icon, warning the 

mainstream society not to cast an evil eye on same-sex love. 

Ennri’s jolly mood is reflected in his artworks, the optimist signs fill one with 

immediate hope, happiness and sultriness.  The sun which primarily is light, hence 

hope opens the door to the gay world, which is full of pleasures and colours.  It is 

a heaven for we see the snake in some of the oeuvres, a reference to the snake of 

temptation in the biblical episode of Adam and Eve.  The snake, here is not evil 

but rather a signifier of sexual pleasures.  These corporal bliss which can be raised 

by the symbolic ladder which for Kums may refer to higher philosophical 

wisdom, given his inclination for philosophy.  In a descending mode, if taken 

from a pessimistic view, it may refer to a return to reality for the society is still not 

ready to allow homoerotic expression.  Therefore, Kums has his feet on the 

ground, though he allows his mind wander in quest of creating a utopian world 

conducive for gay persons. This world which he relives in his paintings is a 

feeling of how he felt when he left Mauritius in his early 20s as he writes in his 

own words, “ When I fled from Mtius for S.A., I felt like I had just landed on 

another planet (which I knew existed).  Everything I had heard about was true: 

sex, drugs & rock’n’roll… of course that reality did not include non-whites…”  

Ennri fends off this racial discrimination through his multi-coloured figures in his 

art pieces as he did it in South Africa also which he remembers as, “In the 70’s, 

gay clubs already existed quite openly in all the S.A. Cities & thriving.  When I 

opened a club in C. Town, late 70’s, the club had 3 main policies: Non racist, non-

sexist & non-alcoholic the gay communities around the world had of course been 

affected by the Stonewall riots.  The leftist movements in S.A. were wildly 

supported by the gay community. That is why that when new laws were passed 

after Mandela2 got into power; they (the laws) were amongst the most progressive 

in the world.  S.A. was among one of the very first countries in the world to 
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legalise gay marriage’.   The artist is here bringing another societal issue through 

his paintings displaying that homoerotic art is not only about sexual pleasures. 

Ennri also displays superstitious signs, in which all the people of many parts of 

the world, which signify fulfilment of wishes if one asks for, the shooting star.  

Probably, Ennri developed it from his other symbol ‘Etoile Noire’ (Black Star) 3, 

on which he even painted a whole series of work. The Black Star is actually, is a 

reference to butt holes, while the shooting black star stands for the wish of making 

the world a place with equal rights for all.   

Kums’s frequent reference to religious symbols like the halo and wings asserts his 

atheist belief in the way he interprets them.  As in chapter 5, it was mentioned that 

his use of symbols are almost blasphemy to the heteronormative people.  In his 

paintings the divine figures are engaging in same-sex love.  The halo and the 

wings gives an angelic aspect to the figures in Kums world.    

However, Ennri also displays the ability in portraying homoerotic behaviours in 

public spaces, through his innocent style.  His series Foot (re) is a play with the 

French word ‘Foot’, meaning football and ‘Foutre’ literally slang for sexual 

intercourse. In this body of works, inspired by the Football World Cup (1998), 

Kums brings out the obvious, which is seen by the fans around the world, but 

usually goes ignored.  Here, through his naïve language, the artist is making the 

society at large conscious of what they really cheer on, in quite a similar way to 

Bhupen questions the religious leaders as seen above. 

 

Homosexual portrayal in art evidently brought into debate the core identity 

question of the artists discussed in this thesis, altogether linked with the 

complicated issues.  Each artist primarily assumed their sexual identity fearlessly 

by the means of their art practice.  For Bhupen Khakhar, the acknowledgement of 

his same-sex inclination erupted like a revolution, through his painting You Can’t 

Please All, which in its wave justified his sudden upheaval hinting the extent to 

which identity is a social construction.  Through the depiction of the self and other 

recognisable figures, like in Two Men in Banaras or My Dear Friend, further 

manifest his revolt to the point that he does not hesitate in depicting himself in the 

most intimate act of love.   
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Henri Kums, on the other hand, lived a smooth transition into bring his sexual 

preference public.  Kums says in his own words: “It actually happened after I had 

been back in Mtius... some 8, 9 years later... It imposed itself on me. There was no 

way I would try to stamp it out. I had to let it out… Had I not gone to S.A., I 

guess I would have painted the same way & expressed the same things. I was 

always interested in philosophy. That helped me fathom out a few things!” 

This gradual evolution did not made Kums feel the need to paint any recognisable 

figures.  One need not really reveal himself as homosexual for the heterosexual 

don’t.  Sexual identity for Kums need not be revealed, it manifests itself through 

his paintings.  The artist is doing art for art’s sake, while his symbols are 

obviously a manifestation of his cultural background which he distorts to enhance 

his own pictorial quality, but which simultaneously leaves us with a reading of the 

Mauritian society through his individual perspective.   

Both artists have opted for explicit nudity and uncensored same-sex love approach 

in their works, which becomes the ideals of the classical Greek, a source to exert 

the formation of a more tolerant attitude.  These epitomes Bhupen may have 

expected to be derived from the ancient history of India.  The paintings of 

Khakhar and Kums are at the same time the new icons to counter the negative 

attitudes towards same-sex love. 

 

The stone laid by Bhupen Khakar has been observed in chapter 6, through the 

established and emerging artists, to have attained a respectable level.  The new 

generations of artistsare more political than their predecessor Bhupen.  In their 

own cultural evolution, they are redefining the gay identity in the still rigid 

society, creating epistemes, as Philosopher Michael Foucault (1926-1984) would 

put it.  Balbir Krishan axes on gay porn which can also be read as an easily 

reachable solution for sexual desires in this rigid society.  Sunil Gupta on the 

other hand has endeavoured in finding similarities between western and Indian 

societies, which puts into question the whole identity and the unfair social 

constructs for gay people.  Abir Karmarkar remarkably is an artist who through 

his homoerotic works and heterosexual identification is breaking sexual identities 

if the socially constructed ideals.  He in turn becomes a neo- Avant-guard, who is 
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crossing boundaries beyond his society’s expectation. The newer generation of 

Indian artists speaking about same-sex love, aspire much hope for their tones are 

even more axed on a political perspective.  New media has provided them the 

tools to match the international standards. 

 

I personally believe that traditional media can still help convey so many untold 

truths.  I don’t feel limited by cultural boundaries to borrow references from other 

civilizations, which matches with the concept of Globalisation.  Painting has 

become traditional but not obsolete.  My sensitivity to cultural specificity cannot 

overshadow me as an artist with my individual perspectives nor deign me in the 

regressive past in regard to the expression of homoeroticism in my art practice.  

To what extent is my expression of homoeroticism putting my identity in 

question, depends on what the onlookers make of it.  Everybody has his own idea 

of his own individuality and so do I. On this note I would like to quote Mrs. 

Pyndiah, who commenting on my works proclaims: “I think breaking the taboo is 

what you're doing in an Indo-Mauritian context where the visual arts in Mauritius 

is very hetero-centred and follow a very colonial aesthetics.” 

 

This thesis provides grounds for new research possibilities.  In a first place, this 

particular study can be extended to the South Asia countries including India, 

Bangladesh, Pakistan, Bhutan, Nepal, Sri Lanka and the archipelago of Maldives. 

Another avenue of research could explore heterosexual artists who look into the 

homosexual world.  The works produced by them would give another perspective 

for queer studies evolution towards a more holistic picture of being a marginal 

and looking at the marginalised.   

 

 

 

_____________________________ 

NOTE: 

1. Aesop's Fables or the Aesopica is a collection of fables credited to Aesop, a slave and storyteller believed to 

have lived in ancient Greece between 620 and 564 BCE. Of diverse origins, the stories associated with his name 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fable
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aesop
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Slavery_in_ancient_Greece
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greece
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have descended to modern times through a number of sources and continue to be reinterpreted in different 

verbal registers and in popular as well as artistic media. (Wikipedia) 

2. Nelson Mandela (1918-2013), the first democratically-elected president in South Africa, led the nation to pave 

the way globally on LGBT rights. (http://www.huffingtonpost.in/entry/nelson-mandela-gay-rights_n_4406307) 

3. ‘Etoile Noire’ translated ‘Black Star’ in English, according to Kums’s lexicon is a metaphor for butt hole. 

 

Reference: 

Summers, J. C. (ed.), 2004, “The Queer Encyclopedia of the Visual Arts”, Cleis 
Press Inc., San Francisco. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Register_(sociolinguistics)
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