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On the day of our interview, Karma Sirikogar was sitting 
in a temporary balcony studio strewn with paint tubes, 
brushes, and a blank canvas. Flighty in her purple tee 
and printed pants, she seemed both charismatic and 
enigmatic. She’s also very brave. Karma devotes most of 
her time to her creative work, flouting the cliché that 
artists pursue their art while juggling a nine-to-five job.      
     Karma embraced painting from an early age. 
Eventually realising that her creativity wasn’t being 
channeled in the right direction, she quit her job as a 
graphic designer to pursue visual arts as a full-time career. 
Since then, she has painted and performed at places like 
Rain Dogs art gallery and the Indian Cultural Centre in 
Bangkok, as well as in Goa and Kolkata. She was also 
the winner of the Bengal art talent hunt organised by the 
Bodhi Tree Monastery of Art in Kolkata earlier this year. 
     Now dividing her time between the prestigious Kala 
Bhavan in Shantiniketan in east India and Bangkok, 
Karma feels she is on a “coming of age artistic journey” 
that helps her focus on work and spirituality. Here, 
she speaks about pursuing her passion against all odds.          
—REENA KARIM

How did you discover your creative talents? 
I have been drawing ever since I could hold a pencil. 
I finished my first painting when I was 13, but prior to that 
I was drawing a lot. In school we had basic art lessons, but 
I never liked those, because I rather do my own [designs]. 
Every person has creative potential, and I feel too many 
classes might be conditioning. There is no standard in the 
painting world; you just go with who you are. 

Tell us about your work.  
Currently my process is very meditative. I don’t have a 
pre-conceived image of what I am going to start, and 
I don’t have an end goal of what the image is going to be. 
I really just go with the moment. I take inspiration from 
perceiving the outer world with my inner imagination, 
and by reconstructing universal geometric shapes into 
new forms, as I feel they are the atoms of aesthetics. 
Each stroke happens moment to moment, consciously 
unplanned, unfolding until the image is complete. I work 

with intuition; sometimes I feel my instincts are a lot 
more intelligent than my intellect. Sometimes we don’t 
follow our gut feeling, because it is scary and unknown, 
but I like that. 

What are you trying to communicate with your work? 
If I can give someone a moment of being absorbed in that 
moment itself, and in the sense of sight, that’s enough 
for me. Art is in the viewers’ perception. I do not like to 
dictate how people interpret my art work. 

Have you faced obstacles in being a woman artist? 
It’s a double-edged sword. In one sense I meet and 
connect with people very easily, but do they take me 
seriously because of my work? Now that’s a different 
question. In my experience it has all gone well, and 
gallery owners and curators have treated me well.

Where do you want to go from here? 
That’s a huge question. I want to be more involved with 
performance art. I enjoy dance, acting, theatre, and using 
my body as the medium of expression, as opposed to 
painting, which is external. I hope to find a way to pursue 
performance art or a way to fuse the two disciplines of 

painting and performance art. In the past I have done 
live painting at music festivals in Bangkok. I set up big 
canvases and painted continuously for 10 hours. And 
people around would see this painting grow. It was nice to 

create among people and have 
that direct interaction. I want 
to keep learning, creating, 
sharing, and also sustain 
myself. How it will happen, I 
don’t know, but I will figure 
it out. At the moment I am 
managing my creative self 
and my business self. It’s very 
important to take this seriously 
as a full time career. You have 

to understand the different roles you play as an artist. I 
don’t have a plan. I used to have a huge list of stuff to do. 
But in letting it go, I have done so many amazing things. 
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A committed dancer and painter and a new-ish transplant 
to Bangkok, Gujarati-American Sejal Sood has performed 
at the Indian Cultural Centre, Warp 54 Gallery by the 
river, and at art festivals in Phuket, combining movement 
work with energetic paintings of dancers in motion. 
People are usually confused when they learn that she 
actually was a financial analyst at one point and studied 
Mathematics at the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT). How could you move from that to art? 
they ask.   
     But the transition was quite intuitive for her. “When 
you do theoretical maths,” she explains, “you’re talking 
about things that are so abstract. It’s not observational. It’s 
more like poetry than mathematics. I was thinking about 
dancing even when I was studying maths.”  
     Sejal has studied with various teachers throughout 
her life, from the time she was a child in New Jersey 
till relatively recently, when 
she moved to India to become 
a dancer. But what makes her 
work unique is her insistence 
on combining movement with 
paintings of movement. Here, she 
talks to us about why the two go 
hand in hand and why married 
women are not always taken 
seriously as artists. —REENA 
KARIM

What was your childhood like? 
I was born and brought up in the 
US. My parents migrated from 
India, so I was raised in a Gujarati 
household with a conservative 
Indian values system. But at the 
same time, they liked us to go out 
and explore different cultures and 
what’s happening in the world.

When did you first discover your talents? 
I’ve danced all my life. I started off at home with folk 
forms like garba. My grandmother would teach me, and 
we’d go to Navratri every year. Then, because I enjoyed it 
so much, I started doing Bharatnatyam. From there I did 
my Iyengatram [debut as a professional dancer] in high 
school, and even at MIT, I applied for arts grants and got 
scholarships to go to India to study dance. At some point, 
I decided, “This is going to be my life.” 

When was that turning point in your life? 
It was a clear moment: I was in second year of college 
and was driving home. I thought that there is more to life 
than just using your brain or writing on a piece of paper or 
sitting at a desk, and I have to experience it, and dance is 
the way to experience it. 

When did you start painting? 
When I graduated I got a nine-to-five job. I wanted to 
do something outside office hours that would allow me 

to feel like I was creative. But dance companies required 
professionals, which I wasn’t yet. And there were these 
Bollywood pop troupes that I had no interest in. So I 
found myself hanging in between. My only solution was to 
get a piece of paper and start drawing dance. That’s how 
the whole drawing and painting dance started.

Why only paint about dancing? 
Because there is nothing else I want to paint. Dance is 
my life. I can’t paint if I don’t dance and vice versa. It is 
interconnected. From an early age, I remember thinking 
about dance and being completely consumed when a song 
played. Even now, I get lost in movement. 

Have you had to face any kind of obstacles?  
The art world is difficult; one of the most common 
misconceptions is that when you are married and 
you’re an artist, then it’s just your hobby. Plus, it is also 

the perceptions people have in 
conversations when you say you are 
a dancer and an artist. They think, 
“Oh, she’s just having fun.” But that’s 
fine, because anyone who has seen 
my work won’t have that impression. 

What’s it like to manage both a 
home and a career?  
The generalised notion in Indian 
families is that the woman is 
supposed to keep the house a certain 
way. But when I met my husband 
Vishal we dated for three years before 
we got married, so there was no 
new expectation of homemaking. I 
am sure when I have a child, it will 
be different, but it’s just the two of 
us now. Painting, balancing work, 
and eating—I’d have to do that 
even if I were not married. Creating 
something is the most beautiful 

thing, and that is my life. If there are pressures eating up 
my creativity, then I find a way to balance both.

What does your husband think about the work you do? 
He is my biggest support. He has seen me since the 
beginning, from working and then taking the decision to 
stop working and pursue this full time. And he is a pretty 
creative person himself, so he also enjoys the process, 
peeking at the progress of the painting as I paint.

Where do you see yourself going from here? 
This is just the beginning. It was a long road to get to this 
point. I have gone through a lot of experiences—studying 
a lot of different things and working with a lot of different 
choreographers. Now I have put my foot down and 
established myself as my own person, my own artist, and 
my own director, in a way. I know creatively where I want 
to be three years from now.
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What’s it like to manage both business and home? 
What I do is allocate certain chunks of my time. When 
I am doing homework with my son, I don’t let anything 
disturb me. When I am working, I don’t let other things 
[interrupt me]. I segregate different aspects of my life into 
time slots and have to stick with that. It has its advantages 
and disadvantages but I wouldn’t have it any other 
way. I want to be both a full-time mom and a working 
professional. 

What does your husband think of your work? 
He has been very encouraging and supportive of my work. 
Often my husband has to take the kids for their activities 
or fill in for me, and he does that willingly in spite of 
handling a high stress career himself.

Has there been compromise to 
allow you to work? 
All working women have to give up 
personal time to work, but to see the 
final results of your hard work makes 
it all worthwhile. 

What is the most frustrating aspect 
of your job and the most rewarding 
one? 
It is difficult to convince [clients] 
about certain design elements, and 
to help them keep patience for the 
right thing to come and to let others 
pass. But it’s very rewarding when I 
see my vision being translated into 
reality. There is nothing like that.

Any obstacles? 
Initially when I started, [since] I was 
not qualified as an interior designer, 
people hadn’t seen my work and had 

to be convinced. This is why I go that extra mile. In fact 
I even go with them to buy their plates, spoons, and floor 
mats because I want it to be right, and a wrong choice will 
take away from the whole show. 

What is next? 
Getting an office space and establishing myself better in 
terms of marketing. I want to work on getting better at PR.

Design advice for home decorators? 
Bright colours. If you are not comfortable with them, then 
use them in small doses, so they’re easier to change. I am 
biased towards an Asian influence, with materials that are 
easily available in Thailand, easy to maintain and re-use 
rather than get something from Milan. The look should go 
with your own personality.

Self-taught interior designer Shilpa Kapadia claims she 
is not a superwoman. But juggling several clients as well 
as her other full-time job as wife and mother-of-two, the 
native Mumbaiker sure seems like one.  
     Though she studied psychology in college and spent 
many years as a teacher in Bangkok, her eye for interior 
design gradually began taking her places. What started 
out as small decorating favours for friends in the mid-90s 
gradually became full-on interior design assignments for 
the houses and condos of Bangkok’s hi-so Indian expats, 
several corporate office spaces, and the sun-drenched, 
brick-lined studio space for fashion boutique June Fifth 
by Bonny. 
     Part of the reason behind Shilpa’s success, sheer 
willpower aside, is her simple 
aesthetic and her insistence on 
contemporary Asian touches that 
resonate with her Bangkok-based 
clients. It also has to do with the 
ergonomics of her design work. 
“When I design a room for elders, 
I look out for safety, like bathroom 
tiles. Rooms for children are made to 
scale,” she says. 
     Now with a decade of experience, 
she feels ready to start marketing 
herself in a serious way. Here, she 
shares this plan and talks to us about 
how she manages to do it all, both 
at home and at work. —REENA 
KARIM

How did you develop a passion for 
design? 
Ever since I was a kid, I would plan 
and rearrange my room, and keep 
things in order. It’s been a need wherever I go. I have 
always known that I loved interiors; you can say it is a 
gift rather than a studied skill. Later, I started designing 
my [home] office and also for a few of my friends. Word 
spread, and I have been busy since then.

How would you describe your personal style? 
It’s very simple, and for me functionality is more 
important. It should not be decorative but elegant, 
something that you can have for a long time.

What inspires you? 
Different places, colours, nature, people, and exotic 
cultures. I have a vision board that helps me visualise all 
the things that matter to me. I like to design with that in 
mind. My design can never lack Asian-ness. Despite my 
design being contemporary, you’ll always see some Asian 
material and influences. We live in Asia, and it would 
be silly to go all Italian. It may look nice, but it lacks the 
element of India or Thailand. 


