
Spanning India, East Africa and the UK, 
Nalini explores the connected histories of 
Arpita Shah’s mother, her grandmother and 
herself. The exhibition reveals ancestral 
intimacies across space and time, and how 
their histories, memories and bodies are 
intertwined.

Nalini is a personal journey for Arpita Shah, which 
has allowed her to reconnect with the past 
through her maternal lineage and explore how 
migration, distance and loss have shaped their 

lives. The artist herself was born in India, grew 
up in Saudi Arabia and Ireland, and now lives in 
Scotland. 

Shah says, “My grandmother was born in India 
but grew up in Kenya for 12 years before moving 
back to India. Although I visit my grandmother 
every couple of years in India, I have realised how 
little I really know about what she was like as a 
young woman, her memories, experiences and 
what her relationships were like with her own 
mother and her daughter.” 
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Shah’s photographic journey led to discoveries 
of old forgotten family photographs, shared and 
individual memories of objects, places, and family 
stories. The portraits physically connect the artist 
to her mother and grandmother, allowing her to 
visually explore how connected their lives really 
are. Her contemplative approach to portraiture 
reveals telling details: strands of silver hair 
caught in a lilac plastic comb; the skin of her 
grandmother’s legs, scarred when her sari caught 
fire. 

The exhibition is titled after Shah’s grandmother, 
Nalini, a name which has a double meaning. 
‘Nalini’ comes from the ancient Sanskrit word 
meaning ‘lotus’. This iconic plant symbolises 
purity, femininity and fertility in Hindu culture. 
The artist performs floral offerings to her mother 
and grandmother, and some of her images 
feature symbolically significant flowers adorning 
old photographs from family albums. A passport 
photo of Shah’s great-grandmother is decorated 
by bougainvillea, a plant introduced to India during 
the British Empire.  

The exhibition also includes family heirlooms, such 
as a sari from East Africa, and a well-travelled 
suitcase passed between generations. A 1950s 
image of the Taj Mahal, taken from a battered 
sweets tin, has been transformed and presented 
in the gallery as a large mural allowing visitors to 
imagine themselves in another time and place. 

Arpita Shah says, “Nalini explores the intimacy, 
distance and tensions between the generations 
of women in my family. I hope that viewers, 
whatever their background and wherever they 
come from, will find parallels with their own family 
story.”

A Street Level Photoworks touring exhibition 
supported by Creative Scotland and  
Hope Scott Trust.
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Notes to editors

For further information and images contact Angela Sheard, Associate Curator at 
media@impressions-gallery.com or phone 01274 737843.

Credits Nalini is a Street Level Photoworks touring exhibition supported by Creative Scotland and 
Hope Scott Trust.

Exhibition venue and opening hours: 
Impressions Gallery, Centenary Square, Bradford, BD1 1SD
Tel. 01274 737843 
enquiries@impressions-gallery.com
Tuesday to Thursday 10am to 6pm 
Friday and Saturday 10am to 5pm
Closed Sundays and Mondays

Admission FREE
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Arpita Shah (b. 1983, Ahmedabad, India) is an artist based in Edinburgh, Scotland. She works 
between photography and film, exploring the fields where culture, heritage and identity meet. 
She graduated from Napier University in Edinburgh in 2006. Her work has been exhibited 
internationally, including at the Detroit Center of Contemporary Photography (2013); Tramway 
in Glasgow (2014); Focus Festival in Mumbai, India (2015); Chobi Mela IX in Dhaka, Bangladesh 
(2017); and Autograph APB in London (2018). She is the recipient of the 2019 Light Work + 
Autograph ABP Artist-in-Residence programme in Syracuse NY to develop Nalini into a photobook. 
Shah undertook a residency at Street Level in 2011/12 from which she produced the series 
Nymphaeaceae, premiered in 2012, and the series Dear Green Place shown recently on The 
Travelling Gallery (2018) and as part of an exchange with Photofusion, London in February 2019. 
Her series Portrait of Home, a Festival 2014 commission, was shown at Trongate 103 and as part 
of Street Level’s Commonwealth Family Album in public sites during the Commonwealth Games in 
2014, then touring to a number of community venues in Glasgow. 

Impressions Gallery is a charity that helps people understand the world through photography. 
The Gallery collaborates with photographers and organisations nationally and internationally to 
commission, exhibit and publish photography. Our work with new emerging photographers and 
often-overlooked artists cements and builds their careers. Established in 1972 as one of the 
first specialist photographic galleries in Europe, Impressions has grown to become one of the 
UK’s leading independent venues for contemporary photography. We are located in the heart 
of Bradford, UNESCO City of Film. We work with local communities and young people to make 
photography accessible to all through our formal and informal education. Impressions is funded by 
Arts Council England as a National Portfolio Organisation and supported by Bradford Metropolitan 
District Council. www.impressions-gallery.com 

Street Level Photoworks provides inspiring encounters in photography for all; a place that is 
embedded locally and connected internationally; a creative setting to make, engage with, and buy 
photography. www.streetlevelphotoworks.org

Arts Council England believes that great art and culture inspires us, brings us together and 
teaches us about ourselves and the world around us. In short, it makes life better. We champion, 
develop and invest in artistic and cultural experiences that enrich people’s lives. We support 
activities across the arts, museums and libraries – from theatre to digital art, reading to dance, 
music to literature, and crafts to collections. Between 2018 and 2022, we will invest £1.45 billion 
of public money from government and an estimated £860 million from the National Lottery to help 
create these experiences for as many people as possible across the country. 
www.artscouncil.org.uk

Keep in touch 
Twitter: @ImpGalleryPhoto
Facebook: Impressions Gallery   
Instagram: ImpGalleryPhoto


