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You may be a construction worker working on a home, You may be living in a 
mansion or you might live in a dome, You might own guns and you might even 
own tanks, You might be somebody’s landlord, you might even own banks, But 
you’re gonna have to serve somebody, yes You’re gonna have to serve somebody, 
Well, it may be the devil or it may be the Lord, But you’re gonna have to serve 
somebody.

Bob Dylan 

The underlying motivation for Karl Antao’s recent body of work is the suspension 
of life and animation: the stillness that pervades a life of fading memories. His 
anthropomorphic and zoo-morphic sculptures stand like silent sentinels surveying 
the world where hierarchies and oppressions exist, with a cool detachedness, a 
quiet dignity and hidden power. 

The works are created primarily in wood with touches of bronze here and 
there. While highly figurative, the sculptures reach into the realms of the artist’s 
subconscious mind, producing imagery that is fantastically surreal and yet playful 
without being irreverent. Antao draws inspiration from life but also from memory,
dreams and the collective unconscious of the common person, elevating their 
travails into visual poetry. The sculptures of his protagonists are infused with 
objects carrying symbolic meaning.

Drawing upon his vast oeuvre, Antao focuses primarily on the torso as a formal 
device to convey the nuance of these satirical works that touch both heart and 
head. It may be noted that while the works are laced with a subtle eroticism of 
the earth-mother, the intention is to go beyond mere physicality of the form. This 
is signified clearly by one of the sculptures-- one may note that the hands of the 
protagonist reach in beyond the parameters of the garment to touch her own 
heart. It indicates that the intention of the artist is to go beyond the earthly body 
and connect with inner spirit of his creations. 

The objects stand for and denote our everyday existence, whether it is a kettle on 
a stove, a collection of house-hold objects or a brick, balanced upon the top of the
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ornate jacket, his portly belly and mustache indicate his gender. His torso is 
balanced upon water bottles, while at the top of the sculpture a water tap 
emerges, where the head of the protagonist should have been. When read 
together these symbols indicate a whole narrative that is embedded in this 
seemingly innocuous iconography.
 
The work comments on mankind’s dependence and yet irreverence towards the 
elements of nature. The element in this instance is water, which is in great scarcity
today. Gone are the days when it was safe to drink water out of the tap, with 
a huge volume of non-bio degradable waste and chemical effluents dumped in 
it, water is rendered undrinkable. Mankind has turned to bottled water that is 
marketed and branded. In fact, questions have now been raised as to how safe it is 
to drink this so-called ‘pure’ bottled water since the plastic bottles often leach off 
harmful chemicals when left in the sun for long periods. Water used to be freely 
available in nature but now it is commodified and controlled by the same capitalist 
system that has rendered the waters toxic. The artist comments on the irony of 
this situation in a symbolic and powerful way. 

Antao is currently living in Ahmedabad, though he spent a considerable amount 
of time in Mumbai while working in film and advertising.  He graduated in Applied
Art from the Sir J. J. School of Art. While in Mumbai, he experimented with 
advertising, corporate filmmaking and trophy designing, before discovering that 
it was sculpting that was his raison d’être (reason to be) and propelled by it he 
went on to create an alternative universe of sculptures that live and breathe as a 
collective soul. His work has taken him across the globe, from Cuba and Africa to 
Japan and Paris. According to Antao, our sense of home is created and built up in 
one’s mind from life experiences. It is this sense of home that guides us, becoming 
our compass to navigate life through unfamiliar terrain. Like the powerful lyrics 
by poet, songwriter Bob Dylan, Antao’s work are totemic poems that speak of our 
outward struggles that lead to an inner journey, one that is ongoing and eternal. 

Georgina Maddox, October 2018, New Delhi 

However, on another level they become metaphors for the world beyond the 
physical, that world which is constructed in our memory and consciousness. The 
emotive charge of a construction worker’s brick, a politician’s chair or a community 
waterspout carries them beyond the mundane message, when juxtaposed with 
the astral bodies of his protagonists who are sky clad or forest covered. Under 
Antao’s skilled hands the neck morphs into roots, the body resembles a fibrous 
plant or a bird nests in the belly of a standing figure, who contemplates the 
world with her eyes closed. All the characters, whether they are torsos, heads or 
full-bodied sculptures, appear to be contemplating their inner life, for their eyes 
are either shut or inward looking.  

Most modern-day sculptors choose fiberglass or metal to work with, finding them 
more malleable. But Antao prefers to work with wood. For him working on wood 
is more challenging since there is certain finality to it. Once a segment is chipped 
or shaven off by chisel and mallet, it cannot be put back. It takes some time to 
understand the nuances of this medium and its palpable, three-dimensional 
materiality. Quite evidently Antao has dedicated ample time, a labour of love and 
sleight to his practice.  Each work carries with it a monumental presence that is 
larger than life. Their expressive quality is heightened with an attention to detail,
and without the works becoming fussy or decorative. One may note that 
the features of his characters have a certain indigenous quality, with full lips, 
protruding eyes and a wide nose, echoing some of the primitivism of Paul 
Gauguin’s wood carvings of the Tahitian people. They form a good contrast to 
the aquiline nose and thin bow-shaped lips that characterize most occidental 
works which follow the Greco-Roman style. Antao’s figure eschews both classical 
traditions of beauty and the conventional notion of the feminine. The works are 
rich and earthy conveying a deeps sense of belonging to the soil. The message that 
they convey is often hard-hitting, bringing into the sharp focus social inequalities 
and a burgeoning concern for the environment. Antao is adept with fashioning his 
medium to deliver his message, whether it is bronze or wood, he draws out the 
expressive quality of the material amplifying its emotional charge. 

For this body of work in particular, the message is subtle, open-ended and 
multilayered. Each sculptural form is encoded with a secret narrative that reveals 
itself upon closer inspection. Take for instance the torso of a man dressed in an



Pollination

Teak wood
65 x 19 x 26 inches
2018



Portrait of time

Teak wood & gold leaf
40 x 23 x 18 inches
2018



Seat of performances

Teak wood, metalled strips & Light 
52 x 26 x 26 inches
2018



Foundation

Teak wood 
39.5 x 22 x 19 inches
2018



Portrait of a new source

Teak wood & bronze
48 x 19 x 12 inches
2018



Hold yourself

Teak wood & bronze
56.5 x 20 x 21 inches
2018



Meal maker

Teak wood with gold leaf 
44.5 x 27.5 x 22 inches
2018



My heart is a seed

Teak wood 
40 x 20 x 18 inches
2018



I can see

Bronze 
40 x 20 x 17 inches
2018



My ears lightup

Teak wood 
18 x 34 x 15 inches
2018



Words have a scent

Teak wood & metal roses
28.5 x 44 x 10 inches
2018



Seeds of inspiration

Teak wood
82 x 29 x 26 inches
2018



Fill in the gaps

Teak wood
82 x 27 x 21 inches
2018



Structures within words

Teak wood & sewan
Variable
2018



Karl Antao is a Goan who has spent most of his life in Mumbai. 
A former advertising professional, Antao was dissatisfied with 
the difference between the final imagery and the designer’s 
visualizations. He made the choice to become a sculptor instead, 
using primarily wood and bronze to create mammoth works 
of stunning vibrancy. His human busts with seemingly placid 
faces and varied use of imagery create complex visual 
metaphors. In their luminescent colours and detailed carving, 
Karl Antao’s sculptures cannot be mistaken for anything but 
the work of a skilled artist who truly understands the nuances 
of his visual medium of choice.

Karl Antao’s sculptures have been displayed at Gallery Espace; 
Gallery Beyond, Goa; Chester Herwitz Gallery, Ahmedabad and 
the National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia among 
other others. He is the recipient of numerous awards, including 
the Best Solo Show, India Habitat Center Award in 2005 and 
the Best Sculpture Award, All India Arts Society in 1992.

The artist lives and works in Ahmedabad.




