






United Arab t::.mIrates but not t::.mIratI, at Persian descent but not Iranian, the task at 

neatly, legibly self-defining can be complicated. Finding one's place, or a language to 

create such a place, can feel like sliding down a wall of misrecognition, grasping for 

something solid to hold on to. This can lead to strange moments of concession. 

"When I would come across someone who understood even a little of where I was 

coming from, usually some erudite white guy who knew what Zoroastrians were, I'd 

think, 'Oh my God, you're amazing.' But then I'd realise, wait, no, that shouldn't be 

remarkable. That should be the baseline." 

Fortunately, Pakuranga College, which Katki attended, had a diverse cohort. "What's 

funny is that I didn't feel the full force of dislocation, of being a perpetual outsider, until 

after high school," he tells me, savouring the irony. It was the spaces that came later, 

places like Elam School of Fine Arts, that threw him into sharper confrontation with 

difference. Though Katki didn't himself study at Elam, he spent a great deal of time 

with art students, including at the Elam Fine Arts Library, which was shared with the 

department of art history. At the time, the University of Auckland presented an 

academic system that often seemed to exclude Katki. "The art world there didn't really 

have anyone who looked like me.'' 

If New Zealand academic institutions sometimes failed to deliver for Katki on their 

promise of edification, the curator Natasha Ginwala, who grew up in Ahmedabad, 

India, is one figure who has been an alternative source of instruction and support. 

Katki tells me how he had long admired Ginwala's practice from a distance - that is, 

until he wrote to her via email, initiating what would become a generative months-long 

conversation. Following their exchanges she invited him to exhibit in the 2022 edition 

of Sri Lanka's annual Colomboscope festival, of which she is artistic director. Ginwala, 

who ranked 54th on ArtReview's 2024 Power 100 list, also holds curatorial positions at 

Berlin's Gropius Bau and the current iteration of the Sharjah Biennial. 
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In early 2023, another illustrious opportunity came by way of an invitation to exhibit 

with Persona/ Structures, a presentation that takes place alongside the Venice 

Biennale. For the 2024 edition, Katki staged The Rhapsode's Tools Will Build the 

Rhapsode's House at Palazzo Mora. In his exhibition, 17 embroidered found-cloth 

fragments - a response to the 17 has of the prophet Zarathushtra's Gathas, the 

foundational hymns of Zoroastrianism - were suspended at varying heights, 

accompanied by tiles of kaolinite clay sourced from the backyard of the artist's family 

home in Aotearoa New Zealand. {That same clay was used for ceramics in As this chin 

melts into your knee.) 

"I'd been to Venice before, as just a viewer," Katki told me, "and I never really expected 

much from being an exhibitor, especially in one of the smaller collateral events.'' 

Though many felt compelled to describe the 2024 Biennale in celebratory terms, Katki 

remains sceptical in his appraisal. For some, Pedrosa's edition was an unalloyed 

victory for the Global South: the first presented by a Latin American curator and 

including a preponderance of so-called 'global majority' artists, queer artists and 

women compared to preceding editions. But in Katki's words, "Venice is a machine, a 

spectacle.'' What stood out to him, despite claims to the contrary, was its risk­

averseness and lack of purchase on the most pressing political concerns of our times. 

What Katki had hoped for at Venice, more than broad-brush attempts at 

representation - though he does not feel we're beyond addressing representation -

was criticality in its loving sense. "Love isn't just about accepting things as they are. It's 

about pushing back. And that's something I try to keep at the centre of my work.'' 

While for some the word 'love' may evoke passivity and sentimentality, Katki uses it in 

pursuit of an ethically rigorous commitment to his art-making, as a guardian of the 

histories that underpin his practice. 

Part of this loving pushback has taken the form of a refusal to make work completely 

legible for prospective audiences. Vazhghan f Vocabulary, a solo exhibition presented 

in late 2024 at Tim Melville Gallery - one of the two dealer galleries which represent 

Katki in New Zealand - consisted of 13 embroideries on cloth. In an act of studied 

opacity, the works' primary titles were rendered in Farsi, with an accompanying 

parenthetical in English which, instead of a directly translating, conveyed "affective 

associations" conjured by reading Forugh Farrokhzad's poems, 'a-'!&.»-.,_... ii!_;J.,.d'-"'.J.J 

�/.,;/ Let Us Believe in the Beginning of the Cold Season. 

Central to VazhghBn I Vocabulary was a collaboration with 'M', who had tailored the 

artist's trousers for over a decade, and Katki's maternal grandfather's before him. At a 

small workshop in Tardeo, South Mumbai, M still produces simple garments for a 
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range ot local residents, despite the onset ot global1satron and tast tash1on. Somehow 

the practice of buying cloth and commissioning a tailor to make garments has 

endured, albeit on a smaller scale than in earlier decades. 

Katki was drawn to the "distinct sensibility" and dress of Parsi residents in his 

neighbourhood - something that he and M delight in observing as they take M's dog 

Ginger for walks. The subtle patterns (simple checks, pencil stripes) and colours 

(muted earth tones, pastels) form a sartorial code built on shared affinities among the 

Parsi ethnominority's ageing and declining population. That the fabrics are almost 

always khadi - a handspun woven-fibre cloth associated with independence 

movements on the Indian subcontinent - adds a layer of complexity that nods to local 

history and politics. 

VazhghBn I Vocabulary is also an informal community archive. Over t he course of a 

year, M selectively saved scraps of cloth of at least a half-metre from his tailoring 

commissions. He and Katki then sat, every few weeks, with the bundle of textiles and 

discussed some compositional studies - usually drawings on paper- that Katki was 

thinking of embroidering on the offcut textiles. Together they decided where each 

might fit and in what context it felt appropriate, before Katki went off to execute the 

final pieces. 

This year in Berlin, for the residency he is at present undertaking, Katki hopes to finish 

the framework for a novel. He is outlining the text's structure through form and 

experimentation and a lot of note-taking. The artist has textile work in progress, and a 

new film - his first foray into moving images - in development. Yet even in this new 

medium, Katki builds on older research, long-gestating ideas and preoccupations, and 

forms developed in previous work. 

In conversations with his former collaborators, attention to detail and sensitivity to 

materials come up frequently as Katki's best-honed skills. Adwait Singh, a curator and 

writer who has collaborated with the artist on several occasions, speaks of the 

"smallest of methodological choices" that Katki makes and how they "gleam with rare 

significance". And what is an artist's role if not one of making, in their own 

idiosyncratic way, history and its materials gleam - with renewed import and 

potential? The past is always already shot through with the promise of an otherwise, of 

futures untold; this is why we need artists like Katki: queer world-makers, archivists 

and fabulists who are willing to stretch history's fabric against its grain. 




