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Neeta Madahar’s subjects in Sustenance are quite ordinary — ordi-

nary birds like finches, cardinals and blue jays. Her setting, too,

is ordinary — her Boston backyard. But what makes this British

artist’s work extraordinary is the sense of wonder and magic she

creates despite these unexceptional circumstances. It was this

push-pull of opposing forces — the ordinary and the extraordinary,

the quotidian and the fantastic — that drew me into this stunning

collection of fourteen photographs.

On first view, Sustenance evoked images and memories in me,

seemingly unconnected — in particular, the Prairies, where I grew

up, and the twelfth century Sufi poem, The Conference of the Birds.

Although disparate images, I soon realized that both are rooted

in a duality.

You can drive for miles in the Prairies without seeing a tree,

only endless fields that extend to the horizon and, like Ouroboros,

the mystical snake eating its own tail, merge with the sky to form

a perfect circle, a symbol of oneness and emptiness. These same

Prairie fields are also marked by abundance. They sustain not only

their inhabitants with wheat and oil, but, as many Westerners would

argue, the rest of Canada.

The Conference of the Birds, written by Farid ud-Din Attar has

a simple story: a flock of birds undertake a search for God. In the

course of the journey, the birds become discouraged but the leader

convinces them to remain firm. In the end, a few survive only to dis-

cover that they themselves are the embodiment of the Divine. Like

Sustenance, elements converge and co-exist. Here, pupil becomes

master, mortal turns divine, emptiness morphs to fullness.

Birds are the perfect symbol for duality. They simultaneously

belong to two worlds: Air and Land (and sometimes Water). In

mythology, they are at times harbingers of evil and death — wood-

pecker tapping on a house brings bad news, peacock feathers pre-

vent babies from being born — and at other times, they are signs

of good luck and renewal — a wren building a nest near your house

brings good luck, birds’ arrival marks the beginning of Spring.

The scenes captured in Sustenance often feel perfect. For in-

stance, in Sustenance 114, birds gather to eat at a series of plas-

tic feeders, calling to mind a family picnic on a tranquil Sunday

afternoon. Yet there is a counterpoint in the image, something that

makes us feel that this serenity could turn at any moment — like

J.K.Rowling’s Veelas, the magical creatures in Harry Potter. Veelas

appear as exceptionally beautiful women but when angered, they

turn into frightening birdlike creatures. Maybe a brewing family

conflict surfaces during the picnic or a child, unattended for a

moment, runs out onto a busy freeway just beyond the frame? Or

maybe this isn’t a picnic at all, but a conference, similar to one

from a children’s fairytale, where birds gather surreptitiously to

hatch a plan to take over the world.

In one of my favourites, Sustenance 87, a blue jay perched on

a bird feeder is photographed during a winter evening. The scene

is gorgeous and, although plausible, it feels surreal, even strange,

in part because seeing a bird in the winter seems odd, especially

at a feeder. Winter is about hibernation and scarcity, not renewal

and sustenance. The feeder itself is plastic, which disrupts the

image, reminding us that this photograph is real, man-made. Again,

the familiar mingles with the strange, reality with fantasy, nature

with artifice, sustenance with scarcity.

In my own work as a writer, I find worlds colliding and co-

existing. Many of my characters are caught between home and

exile, between what is real and imagined, what is lost and what

is found. These ideas manifested themselves in two forms in my

first book, a collection of short stories: magical realism and a harsh

realism, although I was not conscious of it, and even worried that

the book would never be published because the stories are not

linked in a traditional sense and — to me — seemed disparate. It

was only after the book was published that I was able to see things

clearly: the push-pull of these two forms were a metaphor for the

lives of people caught between home and exile.

My family and community (Ismaili Muslims) have a long history of

upheaval and dislocation. In the early 1900s, my grandparents left

India for the coast of East Africa in search of a better life. Later, my

parents decided to uproot our family from East Africa after General

Idi Amin expelled all Asians from neighboring Uganda—a crisis that

left my family shaky and unsure, as if they were adrift in an ocean,

feet desperately trying to touch the bottom. My parents felt that they

had no choice but to leave and start somewhere new again — this

time in Canada. But even before these migrations, Ismailis had been

a stateless community, dislocated for over eight hundred years.

I grew up living between worlds, in the hyphenated spaces of

Indo-Canadian, Tanzanian-Canadian and Ismaili Muslim-Canadian.

It was a fractured existence, one in which I never belonged anywhere 
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completely. Meena Alexander, an Indian-born poet who has lived

in Sudan and the United States, puts it eloquently: “I am a woman

cracked by multiple migrations. Uprooted so many times she can

connect nothing with nothing.” But living in the cracks is exhaust-

ing. I want to live in a place that holds all my multiplicities.

It is this history of rootlessness, constant loss/rebuilding, and

the search for home that drives my writing practice. My aim is to

locate myself through my writing, to find a home, to make sense

of my history, personally and politically.

Neeta Madahar seems to be grappling with the same question

in her work. In the essay Neeta Madahar’s Ornithology by Carlo

McCormick, she is quoted as saying, “People would ask me where

I’m from, so for me it became a question of where is home.” Mada-

har straddles multiple worlds herself, not just geographically and

culturally (she grew up in India and England, and later studied in

the U.S.), but also vocationally (she trained as a mathematician

and did not pursue photography until she was in her thirties).

But this search for home is true not only for people who strad-

dle worlds in a more traditional sense — namely immigrants or

children of immigrants like Madahar and me — but also for many

in a world blurred by cultural fusion, globalization, hyper-mobility,

and technology. In his book, Global Soul, Pico Iyer describes the

idea of home in a modern context:

[the world is] forming into tribes based on Web sites, communities of

interest, affiliations described in non-traditional ways. The beauty of

the present is that we can find ourselves in the company of cultures

that we never expected to encounter otherwise in the current world,

a world where many can move easily, where the idea of nation and

nationality, of home is not only being reconstructed, but is constantly

shifting and requires redefining as we all straddle more worlds.

Birds are a brilliant metaphor for our new world, a new way to

define home: birds fly and migrate yet they also nest and are from a

certain region. Neeta Madahar’s Sustenance embodies a world that

is located neither here nor there, but one that exists in a hyphen-

ated space — one that allows for multiplicities, one in which we

can perhaps all feel at home. I know I did.

— Anar Ali

Anar Ali is the author of Baby Khaki’s Wings (Penguin), finalist for the 2007

Regional Commonwealth Prize (Best First Book), The Trillium Book Award,

and the Danuta Gleed Literary Award. She lives in Toronto where she recently

placed a bird feeder in her backyard.
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Above: Neeta Madahar, Sustenance 87, 2003, Iris print on Somerset velvet paper, 88.9 x 118.8 cm, courtesy of Purdy Hicks Gallery, London.

Opposite: Neeta Madahar, Sustenance 114, 2003, Iris print on Somerset velvet paper, 118.8 x 88.9 cm, courtesy of Purdy Hicks Gallery, London.


