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Evanescence
evanescent /ev-uh-ness-uhnt/ • adj.

soon passing out of  sight, memory, or existence
evanescence n

Amita Makan



2 3

The KwaZulu-Natal Society of Arts (KZNSA) Contemporary Visual Centre for inviting me to exhibit at the Gallery. 

The Curator and Director of KZNSA Gallery, Brenton Maart, for his generous support, warmth, openness and valuable advice. 

The High Commission of India, in particular Mr Shambhu Kumaran, the Acting High Commissioner, for his kindness, 

assistance and support.

Johan Conradie for the profound role he has played in my artistic development and for helping me realize this exhibition.

Mr Raman Dhawan, Head of Tata Africa, for contributing towards this catalogue.

George Oosthuizen for his professional and patient photographing of my work.

Robyn Cook for the layout and design of the catalogue.

My family and friends for their love and encouragement.

Acknowledgements

In memory of  

Mohan, Vasanti and Bupendra Makan

For Nikita, Larissa, Azzara, Riya and Khiran

And for Xavier Carim,

with thanks 



4 5

In 1997, a year after recovering from breast cancer, my mother, Vasanti Dhanjee Makan, at the age of 56, was diagnosed 

with Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimer’s disease is not abrupt. It is insidious and nearly impossible to diagnose. It manifests in 

plaques and tangles in the brain, causing progressive dementia, as it gradually ravages the body and mind. There is no cure. 2 

Our family was devastated. My dear father decided to withhold the prognosis from my mother, and we began to silently 

mourn the irrevocable loss of her. Distraught, my father passed away on 24 October 2001. 

My mother was a courageous, strong and vivacious woman. From the time of her marriage, at the age of 17, she wore 

beautiful, brightly colored saris which were strongly tied to her identity and to her sense of self. She draped her six metre 

saris with great finesse, and in a nonchalant manner. Within minutes she resembled a Bollywood star. As the disease 

relentlessly imposed itself, her sari began to hang lopsidedly over her body.  

The Alzheimer’s disease assailed her thinking, memory and behaviour. She made desperate visits to optometrists, not 

knowing that her fading eyesight was neurological and symptomatic of the disease. She was losing her ability to hold 

things, to speak, to write, to read, to remember, to drive, and to tell time. The signs were in absurdly placed items, and 

clocks that leaned on their sides. There were desperate notes scattered through the house with half-written prayers, 

indecipherable recipes, incorrect telephone numbers, miss-spelt names and partial addresses. Her identity and sense of self 

was slowly, steadily vanishing.

When my mother visited me in Pretoria in September 2002, she brought me two gifts: A heart shaped silver jewellery 

box and an envelope containing two sepia tinted studio photographs of herself as a young wife and mother. My mother 

asked me to ‘look after’ these. Of all her worldly possessions, these photographs were most precious to her. She appeared 

frightened.   

The story behind Evanescence

Art is important for it commemorates the seasons of the soul, 

or a special or tragic event in the soul’s journey. 

Art is not just for oneself, not just a marker for one’s own understanding. 

It is a map for those who follow after us.1  

It is a great pleasure for me to offer a brief statement for the catalogue of Amita’s first solo exhibition.

The first solo exhibition is a significant step forward in the creative life of any artist. In India, we refer to an ‘arangetram’, 

or the first performance of the Bharatanatyam dancer, representing both a coming of age as a performer and a sign the 

artist has mastered the technical skills required to go alone on stage.  Congratulations, Amita, on crossing this milestone!

Amita’s art represents a remarkable geographical and cultural synthesis. Without being overt or intrusive, but in an elegant, 

moving and sophisticated manner, Amita’s work reveals the sensibilities of her Indian cultural roots while at the same 

time being located in her experiences as a contemporary South African, a woman and a daughter. The High Commission of 

India is glad to be part of this important contribution to inter-cultural dialogue between India and South Africa. That this 

exhibition is being held in Durban on the eve of the 150th Anniversary of the arrival of the first Indians in South Africa 

makes it doubly wonderful.

I wish Amita all success for this exhibition and the many ones that will no doubt follow!

Shambhu S. Kumaran

The Acting High Commissioner of the Government of India

April 2010

Foreword
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I wondered why she had so lovingly entrusted these photographs to me. What was I supposed to do with them? On 

closer inspection of one of the photographs, I was struck by the date. I realized that it depicted her at the early stages 

of her pregnancy with me, and marked the very beginning of our journey together. I’ve now realised that my mother’s 

preoccupation with safeguarding the photographs was borne out of her own awareness that she was losing herself. Thomas 

Moore writes:

 
… I look at photographs during a time of turmoil. Then I wonder, more than ever, who am I and how I 

came to be here. The photograph empties me of agendas and worries and places me in a rare atmosphere 

of pure wonder. There it is that things happen, that life renews itself through a visit to the past. A 

photograph is a liminal space, neither real nor imaginary, a middle region where the soul comes to 

life. To the literal mind, a photograph may look like a record of the past, but to the poetic mind it is an 

uncanny presencing of self and world that is pure, deep and revealing.3 

Over the years, the disease relentlessly made inroads across my mother and my psychic landscapes. She became home 

bound and entirely dependent on her family and caregivers for her well-being. 

We lost my brother, Bupendra, tragically in August 2006 and soon after, my mother stopped eating. We were informed that 

the loss of ability to eat and to swallow was also symptomatic of the disease. My mother was now to be fed through a 

nasal-gastro intestinal tube. She no longer recognised us, her children and grandchildren. 

I was encouraged to paint my story.

In November 2006, I started painting portraits of my mother from the photographs she had given me. I started with the 

portrait of her carrying me. The paintings, done in a photorealist style, were an attempt to preserve and immortalize my 

mother in the face of her steady deterioration. Painting these portraits became an expression of my grieving. Over the 

years, I painstakingly put my mother back together with my painting and embroidery, initiating this series, ‘Evanescence’.  

Upon each visit to my mother, I was forced to come to terms with the reality that her condition was worsening. She no 

longer spoke. The disease had silenced her. Tentatively and furtively, I started photographing my mother, and then began 

painting her from these photos. I searched for glimpses of her. 

I painted her hands in preparation for my final portrayal of her. These hands had embraced me, nurtured me, comforted me 

and caressed me over three decades. They now seem resigned.   

After twelve years of suffering, the disease reached its final stage. On the morning of 24 September 2009, in her bedroom 

at home, I held my mother’s hand as she took her last breath.  

1 Dr Clarissa Pinkola Estes, Women Who Run with Wolves, Ballantine Books, New York, 1995.  
2 David Shenk, the forgetting: Understanding Alzheimer’s: A Biography of a Disease, HarperCollins Publishers, London, 2002.
3 Thomas Moore, Dark Nights of the Soul, Piatkus, Great Britain, 2004.
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… portraits invite one to pause before the depiction of this one unique person, this one unique person at 

this one not so unique moment in his or her existence.1  

This is a story of my 67 year old mother, Vasanti Makan who is in the final stages of Alzheimer’s disease. ‘Evanescence’ 

captures our story: of my mother’s gradual fading from my sight and existence, while I am steadily dissolved from her 

memory.

As for the viewer, this series will ‘soon pass out of their sight, memory and existence’. 

This series is a culmination of a voyage I embarked on three and a half years ago. It reflects on the Universal Law of the 

Impermanence of Life. The first five oil portraits and a hand embroidered work capture Youth and Beauty but intimate 

memento mori (remember you must die) and tempus fugit (fleeting time). The medium, silk and cotton canvases, echo 

memento mori as they are also susceptible to time. There is tension in suspending ‘the magic of the stopped moment’ 

with the inevitable decay associated with time.2 The Mahabharata, an ancient Indian scripture, states when everything 

else sleeps, ‘time is awake, time is hard to overcome’.3   Attempting to preserve my mother and my memories of her, I 

painstakingly recreated her, a gradual process, which itself mimicked the stealth of Alzheimer’s disease. The last works in 

the series intimate the more somber reality as the disease unceasingly intrudes into our lives.   

According to Susan Sontag:

All photographs are memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in another person’s … 

mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely by slicing out this moment and freezing it, all photographs 

testify to time’s relentless melt.4       

Sontag’s statement on photography resonates with my paintings and embroidered works which were rendered from 

photographs in a photorealist style. Participation in my mother’s ‘mortality, vulnerability and mutability’ became a poignant 

reminder of my own.    

Synopsis of Evanescence 

1 Carl C. Rohde, ‘The Discourse of Dignity’ in Human Conditions Intimate Portraits, Nederlands Foto Instituut, Rotterdam 
2 Jacqueline Ruyak, “Katarina Zavarska: The Mysteries of Time” in Surface Design Journal, Fall, 2000.
3 Richard Waterstone, India, Duncan Baird Publisher, Great Britain, 1995, page 128
4 Susan Sontag, On Photography, Penguin, England,1977, page15.
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My Mother, 1967 

2007

oil on canvas

76 x 50.5cm

My Mother, 1970

2008

oil on canvas

76 x 50.5cm
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My Mother - Bollywood, 1977, 2008, oil on canvas, 85 x 85cm My Mother in Doodles, 2010, oil and hand embroidered on canvas with silk threads, 46 x 45.7cm 
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My Mother in Las Vegas, 1979,  2009, oil on canvas, 85 x 85cm

Poornamadaha Mantra (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, 5th Adhyaya, 1st Brahmana, 1st Mantra)

Om Poornamadah Poornamidam

Poornaat Poornamudachyate.

Poornasya Poornamaadaaya

Poornamevaavashishyate.

That is perfect – this is perfect.

What comes from such perfection truly is perfect.

What remains after perfection from perfection is yet perfect.

May there be peace, peace and perfect peace.

The Last Portrait, 2009, oil on canvas, 85 x 85cm
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“Now I am ready to tell how bodies are changed into different bodies”

Ovid, The Metamorphoses (Translated by Ted Hughes) 

These two hand embroidered works entitled ‘Sleep’ and ‘Suspended’ are renderings of photographs of my dying mother, 

taken a few weeks before her death. ‘Sleep’, conveys a blissful nirvana-like mood, masking pain and suffering. ‘Suspended’ 

embodies perfectly beautiful, youthful-looking skin and feet, defying an approaching death. Hatched, single threads of fine 

silk used in ‘Suspended’ underline the fragility and transitory nature of life. Aging and death are overwhelmingly associated 

with atrophy, decay and the end of life. The rendered images confound conventional associations, as one must reconcile 

the discovery that there can be beauty in dying. The centuries-old technique to make silk involves a ‘death’ of insect larvae, 

to preserve the cocoon out of which silk threads are created. Here, too, we see that death can manifest itself in beauty 

and that there is beauty in death. Delicate thread used to represent skin, done on silk canvas, echo human fragility and the 

impermanence of life. Like the body, the dainty threads, the fine stitches and silk canvas are beautiful - and yet susceptible 

to time. 

Sleep & Suspended were previously exhibited as part of a group exhibition entitled “Bodies in Transition” at the Fried Contemporary Art Gallery 4 February-14 March 2010.

Sleep

2009

hand embroidered with silk and 

rayon thread on silk

30 x 32cm

Suspended

2010

hand embroidered with silk and 

rayon thread on silk

56 x 36cm 
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Just as a man casts off his worn 

out clothes and puts on new 

ones, so also the embodied Self 

casts off its worn-out bodies and 

enters others, which are new.

The Bhagavad Gita II:22

After You Have Gone

2010

oil and silk thread on canvas

180 x 120cm

My Mother’s Hands, 2009, oil on canvas, 77cm tondo
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ABOVE: Loose Ends: A Story About My Mother, 2009 (Detail)

Self Portrait, 2010, hand embroidered silk and cotton thread on Indian cotton, 88 x 66.5cm

This monochromatic, hand embroidered self portrait was done to mark the sixth month of my mother’s passing. The medium 

is silk and cotton thread on white cotton fabric from India, called ‘kaffan’. White is worn amongst Hindu people, during the 

period of mourning. Indian women wear this cotton as a sari on becoming widows; some wearing it for the rest of their 

lives. In India, this fabric is used to shroud a body prior to cremation. Muslims use seven pieces of this fabric to wrap the 

deceased for burial.

White is symbolic of my mourning, grief, emptiness and my sense of loss.  My mother, herself a widow, was clothed in six 

metres of this white fabric, as a sari, for her cremation. White conveys purity, holiness, sacredness and spiritual authority. It 

is associated with life, love, death and burial.1 The delicate, white, finely woven cotton intimates my own vulnerability and 

mortality, as well as the impermanence and the fragility of life.

 

Loose Ends: A Story About My Mother

On the surface, an intelligible lie; underneath, the unintelligible truth.1 

 

This hand-embroidered work is ‘Bollywoodish’, somewhat ‘kitsch’, with its vibrant colours, beads, brocade and crystals. 

On inspection, the disintegrating halo and hanging threads intimate a somber reality. The work explores the Universal 

Law of the Impermanence of Life. Youth and beauty embroidered with delicate silk threads on fragile silk canvas suggest 

memento mori and tempus fugit. There is tension in suspending “the magic of the stopped moment”2 with the inevitable 

decay associated with time. 

The title, “Loose Ends” signifies our journey’s end. Attempting to preserve my mother and my memories of her, I painstakingly 

recreated her, stitch by stitch - a gradual process, mimicking the stealth of the disease. I was unable to portray her intact, as 

the disease steadily intrudes into our psyches. The reverse side of the work alludes to our entangled, frayed and interrupted 

lives.

1 Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Faber and Faber Unlimited, England, 1999.
2 Jacqueline Ruyak, “Katarina Zavarska: The Mysteries of Time” in Surface Design Journal, Fall, 2000.

1 J.C. Cooper, An Illustrated Encyclopedia of Traditional Symbols, Thames and Hudson, London, 1979
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Loose Ends: A Story About My Mother

2009

hand embroidered with silk thread on 

silk with brocade, beads & crystals

106.5 x 88 x 3.5cm.

Loose Ends: A Story About My Mother

(Reverse)

2009 

hand embroidered with silk thread on 

silk with brocade, beads & crystals

106.5 x 88 x 3.5cm.

Excerpt from Franci Cronjé, 

artist and chairperson of 

SASOL New Signatures Art 

Competition 2009, Award 

Speech:

 
“When an artist manages to 

marry a sophisticated concept 

with emotion that leaves 

the judges with collective 

gooseflesh after reading the 

artist’s statement, one knows 

that this is a very special work 

of art. How can one relate 

remembering, forgetting, and a 

feeling of loss? This work speaks 

of loss of identity and feeling 

of belonging, and longing… I 

am sure that this work speaks 

to many of us standing here, on 

different levels, be it emotionally 

or academically, or dramatically. 

Somehow, we can all relate. 

That is the ingredient of an 

outstanding work of art”. 
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Amita Makan is from South End, Port Elizabeth. She was born in 1967. She matriculated in 1985. She has a Bachelor of Arts 

(BA) Degree in English and Political Science (1989), BA Honours (1990) and Masters (1993) in International Relations and 

Political Science from Rhodes University and completed a one year course on History of Art and Practical. 

She worked as a Researcher at the University of Cape Town and was awarded a British Council Scholarship in 1994 to study 

Gender Policy and Planning at the University College London. This research continued at the Human Sciences Research 

Council. 

With her husband, she moved to Switzerland in 1998. She completed a one-year Cambridge diploma course in French. She 

studied and worked with the artist, Ms Feresthe Shishine at her studio in Geneva until 2002.

Amita completed the first year of BA Fine Arts Degree at the University of Pretoria in 2003, and has followed up with 

several courses in oil painting, including an Advanced Art making course at the Fried Contemporary Art Gallery, Pretoria in 

November 2007. 

She contributed to a group exhibition at the Fried Contemporary Gallery in November 2007. She contributed to the group 

exhibition “(Re)inventing Van Eyck” at the Arts Association in February 2009 and the North-West University Gallery in 

Potchestroom, in June 2009. She was invited by the High Commissioner of Australia, Ms Ann Harrop, to exhibit at the 

Residence on International Women’s Day on 9th March 2009. She is the recipient of the ‘Runner Up’ award for the 2009 

SASOL New Signatures National Art Competition.   

 

In March 2010 she participated in a group exhibition entitled ‘Bodies in Transition’ curated by Dr Elfriede Dreyer at the 

Fried Contemporary Gallery in Pretoria. On 4 April 2010 she participated in a group exhibition entitled ‘Doodles’ and on 

16 June 2010 she will contribute to a group exhibition of Self Portraits at the Pretoria Trent Gallery. In May 2010 she will 

participate in a group exhibition on Baroque Art at the Arts Association in Pretoria. On May 11 2010 she will have her first 

solo exhibition ‘Evanescence’ at the KwaZulu-Natal Society of Arts Contemporary Gallery in Durban.      

email: amitamakan@telkomsa.net

tel: +27823348568

Artist Biography


