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Above: Neeta Madahar, Sustenance 87, Photograph, 2003

CS: In Faffing, there's this element of chance
in terms of whether the helicopter seeds
will reach a place that will be accommodating
for them, which is quite interesting to think
of in terms of people immigrating and seeking
asylum. People go to a new place and
there's a desire or hope that it will be
accommodating, but then sometimes, as
we know, it's not always the case.

NM: Something I didn't realise initially
when making the work, but on reflection
I realised, is that I've again used the motif
of the seed as a marker of time, the vehicle
in a life cycle. It's a struggle to live, and as
you say, sometimes things can take hold,
but sometimes they don't, and it's down
to chance much of the time. With a
statistically large mass of seeds some
will germinate and some won't.

CS: In the Sustenance series, I find striking
the pictures that show squirrels, because
the bird-feeders are for birds, and the squirrel
was an uninvited guest: you often see
squirrels eating more out of the bird-feeders
than birds do.

NM: You know, I had absolutely voracious
squirrels plundering the seeds. I wanted
to include them, along with the birds,
because I felt, if we're talking about
sustenance here, they're part of the
dynamics of what was going on. Some
images are quite aggressive, some are
playful; in some images, you feel a sense
of abundance, whilst in others you feel
a starkness and brutality. So I felt that it
was important to have the squirrels there.

CS: Many viewers have commented on the
surreal, uncanny colour in the Sustenance
series. Colour seems to be very important
in your work and you once mentioned to
me a book called Chromophobia (2000) by
David Batchelor.

NM: That was a really important book
for me at the time. I was reading it just as
I was beginning the series in spring 2002,
and I found it to be relevant in terms of
talking about how colour is aligned with
things that are irrational, emotional or
feminine, and that white or the absence
of colour is rational, masculine and
ordered. I wanted colour in Sustenance
to be a means of visual seduction: it was
the hook to make people feel as if they
were tumbling into this scene. The colour

very definitely makes things hover
between being real and unreal. There's
one image, Sustenance 110, where a
bright yellow bird sits on a blue plastic
bowl. The colours in nature and of plastic,
artificial objects: there's a screaming
intensity and similarity to the two.

CS: As you said, it's seductive and at the
same time it can be unsettling. There's
something idyllic and yet not quite right
about them.

NM: I love dioramas. I was reading about
dioramas before I began Sustenance, so
I was really delighted when the things that
I was wrestling with and thinking about
came through in the work. I like the idea
that dioramas are created to be educational
and informative of our world, but they're
so unrealistic because time is compressed,
or geographical expanses that could be
hundreds of miles apart are compressed
into a six-foot square say; so again there's
a manipulation of time and distance.

CS: Can you comment on the process of
making your first film, the difference between
working on Falling as opposed to working
on the Sustenance series?

NM: I enjoy the fact that I can see these
connections between all the different
things that I'm doing. Falling couldn't have
happened if I hadn't made Sustenance
first. Making work for me is very much
like a helix: you come back round to the
same things that interest you. However,
I always feel that you're more enriched and
informed by the experiences or the work
that's been made before.
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