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ACCIDENTALLY ON PURPOSE:
CONVERSATIONS WITH MONIKA
BRAVO AND YOUDHI MAHARJAN

BY ELENA PAKHOUTOVA

CONTEMPORARY ART INTERVIEW POWER

Two artists featured in The Power of Intention: Reinventing the
(Prayer) Wheel put commitment and belief at the heart of their
practices.

We may not think that intentions have power, but in Buddhist culture they define the
quality of any action. Commitment and belief are key mental attitudes needed to harness
the power of intentions, embodied quite literally in Tibetan prayer wheels. The clockwise
rotation of such wheels is believed to propel the thousands of written prayers and mantras
contained within these ritual objects into the world.



The works of Youdhi Maharjan and Monika Bravo are as different as the artists’
personalities yet exemplify these ideas, and the two share strong connections in their
approaches to creativity and the meaning of art. Together with the other artists featured in
the exhibition The Power of Intention: Reinventing the (Prayer) Wheel, which brings
together select examples of traditional and contemporary art, they take the Tibetan prayer
wheel on a conceptual spin.

Maharjan creates intricate collages out of reclaimed book pages through a meticulous
process that demonstrates incredible commitment, a state of being that is central to the
Buddhist understanding of intention and practice. Although he is not a Buddhist, his
familiarity with the philosophical, literary, and intellectual wealth of Indic cultural
traditions shines through in his work and conversations.

Bravo explores questions of human perception and the decoding of information through a
range of media. She draws from her creative experiences in fields from fashion design to
photography, as well as from her practice in her native Bogota and in the United States.
Bravo actively works with and manifests emotional states in her work, specifically the
powerful notion of belief, which is essential to empowering intention.

Both artists find joy in creating art, working with text, and transforming it into something
new, and they find this process empowering. They believe that text can restrict us by
delivering its meaning too easily and taking over the reader’s mind. The artists’ creative
manipulation of text allows new meanings to be revealed. Each person who sees the text
encounters it anew and makes it their own. Even though their art forms vary dramatically,
Maharjan and Bravo both “accidentally” discovered the books that inform their works in
the exhibition, attracted by their titles, but they employed those texts with purpose and
intention.

Youdhi Maharjan and the Power of Commitment

Elena Pakhoutova: Your work is a perfect example of the power of
commitment. It takes determination and patience to work each page in a very
precise manner. How does it help you realize the finished piece? Do you have
an image of what the piece will look like?

Youdhi Maharjan: The end result is not determined but the process is. I decide in the
beginning what to do with the book, what steps or formula to use, whether to cut all
around the letter O and connect the O



Os with straight lines or organic lines. It is based on the title of the book which inspires the
visual work, and the work interprets and gives a new meaning to the title. The process is
very monotonous, doing the same thing over and over. In Turning the Wheel (2018), I
pierced the book pages with needles in repeating circles, cut individual letters, and then
glued them back in Committed to Becoming (2018). There are surprising elements in this
process. It is labor intensive; it hurts my fingers, eyes, and back, and I have to prepare
mentally. I get joy from doing this, even if it seems mundane. I am making something by
hand, myself.
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. 1984, Kathmandu, Nepal); Coitted tb
Becoming; 2018; handcut text collage on reclaimed book pages; 20 x 16 in.;
courtesy of the artist

Are you saying it is an empowering feeling?

Yes, like finding the meaning of your existence. We live today in a technological age.
Everything is faster. We save so much time, and what we do with that time? Do we spend it
watching Netflix or doing or making something? To me the process is important. I can do



the same thing using technology and get the “product” done in a few minutes. My
investment, my relationship with the materials and the process—touching the book
physically, engaging with the process, cutting one letter at a time—gives me the
encouragement, the power I need to commit to do this again and again.

The process itself is what gives you the power to keep doing it?

Yes, the more I work the more I get into it.

How would you define power?

For example, the power of prayer is not about the prayer but the power of intent. Why you
pray is more important than the actual prayer. In the Ramayana story, monkeys write the
name of Rama on every stone. The stones float in the ocean, and that’s how the bridge to
Sri Lanka was built. It’s not by writing Rama’s name on these stones that they don’t sink
but by the power of faith and aspiration. I think some people pray to get something out of
it, but for myself, I produce works because I find meaning in the production of these
works. In a similar way, rabbis, priests, or monks find happiness in praying. When you
take your focus out of the end product and do anything you find joy in doing, the process
itself is the end in itself and is not the means to get something.

This is different from how people generally think—you do something to get
something and want immediate satisfaction. Your work is the opposite of
that.

Very opposite. I slow down time, so it is an opportunity to slow down from the
materialistic life. It allows me to reflect on different questions we don’t usually ask on a
daily basis.

Such as?

Such as the meaning of happiness, existence and the purpose of life, relationships, love,
god, spirituality, inner world versus outer world. When you have an intent and no
expectations, then you are fully committed to action. When you are focused on the result
of your action, you are distracted. It’s like going from point A to point B and only focusing
on getting there, whether you fly, drive, or walk. But when you are focused on driving or
walking, you actually enjoy whatever you do rather than missing everything that happens.



Youdhisthir Maharjan (b. 1984, Kathmandu, Nepal); Ananta Shesha;
ongoing; 9-mile-long hand-twisted reclaimed newspaper rope rolled into
balls; courtesy of the artist

Can you talk about the most time-consuming piece you worked on?

It is the piece I worked on using newspapers as material. I handwove found newspapers
into very long pieces of rope. Hypothetically, these do not have a beginning and end. I will
be making them until my body can’t make them. It is nine miles long now.

When did you start?

I started in 2010 and worked on it until 2013. It grew too big for me to store and to
transport for shows, but I am still working on it. I roll the rope into balls four to five feet in
diameter. I showed them last year in San Francisco. It is taking something already useless
and making something absolutely useless out of it. Rope should have a function, but it’s
not strong enough to be used as a rope. When you focus on the functional ability of an



object, you forget and ignore its materiality, its aesthetics, its essence. But when you take
the function out of the equation you are committing to the process of making it, and the
viewers are also committing to the essence and materiality of the object rather than its
function. I was trying to make something just for the sake of existence without having any
meaning or purpose—a purposeless object.

But why?

That’s the question I ask. Do we have to have meaning as human beings? Do our lives have
to have meaning? Is there a certain way to live a meaningful life? If someone is a doctor
and saves lives, is his life more meaningful than mine as an artist whose contribution to
society is different?

You are saying that we have to figure out our purpose ourselves and it’s a
process. Yet this rope or paper yarn also has a purpose: it’s an art object.

Yes, but the purpose of an art object itself is questioned—its meaning, its service to
society—as with any abstract painting or sculpture.

Why are you committed to continue working on this project?

It is a relationship. I am engaged in the process and this gives me meaning, and my
engagement with the object gives meaning and purpose to this useless newspaper.

So you create meaning through working and when people look at the work
they discover meaning themselves?

Always.

Your artistic practice is repetitive work. It’s like turning the prayer wheel—it
does not do anything but the idea is that something is happening.

Yes, like turning the prayer wheel, something is happening, an active engagement in the
process, but it is not mindless, thoughtless engagement.
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Yoildhisthir Maharjan (b. 1984, Kathmandu, Nepal); Power of
Thought (detail); 2018; cutout text collage on reclaimed bookpages; 22 1/8 x
30 5/8 in; courtesy of the artist

When I looked at the Power of Thought (2018) and read the title, I
immediately thought of neurons in a brain.

Yes, interconnectedness. This work is also about the fragility of our faith and our
intentions. We can very easily become distracted, tempted to do something else. Having a
wish does not do much; you have to have a will as well.

How do you decide what kind of connections to make within a page?

In this work, all the Os are connected to each other with triangular shapes.

What do you use as the connecting tissue?



It’s the same book pages, and the text is whited out. In addition to fragility, there is also
strength. Even though it is fragile, it is also strong through connectedness. Os are also
selected because of their reference to shunyata, emptiness, which could mean nothingness
but also means that everything is empty and nothing is empty at the same time.

What is the meaning of Committed to Becoming (2018)?

At the center is O, again shunyata, and all the text is cut out individually and glued around
the O, from very dark to lighter density and then again darker, like a pulse. It’s not static
but a ripple. A high ripple, low ripple, and high again.

Like how dropping a stone in a pond produces ripples in the water?

Yes, like that.

You are trying to achieve it through the density of the collage?

Yes. It becomes darker where more letters are glued, and lighter where there are less. It
refers to the highs and lows of the process of becoming and hints at the continuity of that
process. It does not end, never gives up, and starts at the center from nothing. Out of
nothing through the power of intention you commit to make something or become
something. Even if you don’t succeed, you keep trying.

How did you make Turning the Wheel (2018)?

Very simple process: leave all the Os, whiteout the rest of the text, and draw concentric
circles outside of those Os, piercing with a needle—one hole at a time—using a ruler with
holes punctured by a needle.

How does this relate to the idea of turning a wheel?

It relates to the act of making holes repeatedly and the continuity aspect of the work. The
circles grow bigger and bigger and keep expanding.

Turning also means you have to go round and round, right?



Yes, you turn the prayer wheel. You also go around a stupa, and the mantra inside a prayer
wheel is rolled in a cylinder. The idea of circle is very prominent in Buddhism and
Hinduism. The idea of birth and rebirth, never ending.
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Youdhisthir Maharjan (b. 1984, Kathmandu, Nepal); Turning the Wheel

(detail); 2018; acrylic and needle piercings on reclaimed paper; 19 x 16.2 in.;
framed 26 x 22 in.; courtesy of the artist
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How did you decide to do this kind of work? What was the impetus for you?

I was into creative writing during my undergrad years and then took classes on
existentialism and read Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Gadot, a two-act play where two
characters wait for someone named Gadot who never comes. They wait and wait and
Gadot never comes. The way I read the book is: even if there were a hundred acts, they
would do the same thing, and you will never know whether they meet Gadot, why are they
waiting, or what is the purpose of their waiting. Nothing is revealed to you. The idea that a
story must have a beginning, middle, and end is questioned. I moved away from writing



and worked more toward this idea of continuity. Even though you get little from the story,
you like reading the book, you relate to the characters, you enjoy the process.

Why did you move away from writing?

Because I was writing stories with a beginning, middle, and end. I wanted to tell the kind
of stories where there is no narrative, no end game, no epilogue, no resolution. The
readers or viewers would find their own resolutions.

But there is still a story.

There is always a story. There is always a beginning, middle, and end.

Something that begins has to end.

Yes, that’s the nature of things. That is why the idea of foreverness or infinity interests me.
We say forever but there is no such thing as forever.

Well, it’s a word.

It’s a word, a notion to which anyone can ascribe anything. No one has experienced it. We
don’t know what it is.

Is it more interesting for you to work with these ideas in material, tangible
forms rather than writing?

I have always wanted to mix writing and visual art together.

That’s why you work with text?

That’s why I took creative writing classes in college.

Do you still write?

I don’t particularly. Sometimes, it’s experimental writing, like I was working on a series
where I'd take a word and replace it with a synonym, then with a synonym of that word,
and then keep replacing it with synonyms until I got the antonym of the first word. So love



becomes hate through the process of replacing the original word with words that are
supposed to mean the same thing.

What are you working on for future projects?

I am doing more sculptural works now. It’s the same process—cutting and gluing—but
displayed as a sculptural work. I also use other techniques, like scraping and burning with
incense, but still very repetitive actions.

Why have you decided to do more sculptural work?

To try something new. Some titles don’t want to be flat, and I think it adds more layers to
an idea of meaning. In sculptural pieces, the shadows and the work itself changes once you
move from one point to another. In flat pieces, you can still read something through the
cut outs, even though it slows the process of reading. But in sculptural pieces, the process
of information gathering becomes a journey; it’s not easily as accessible as just reading a
sentence. That is the main idea of my works: the act of getting answers to your questions
should not be easy. You have to work for it.

See works by Monika Bravo and Youdhi Maharjan in the exhibition The Power of Intention: Reinventing the (Prayer) Wheel at
the Rubin Museum from March 1-October 14, 2019.

About the Contributors

Monika Bravo is a multidisciplinary artist born in Bogota, Colombia, who currently lives
in New York City. She studied fashion design in Rome and ...

Youdhi Maharjan is a visual artist from Nepal who currently resides in New Hampshire.
He works with repurposed texts to create a new language, exploring the materiality of text
and reasserting its thingness. Through his work, he tackles complex dichotomies, such as
spirituality and nothingness, science and art, mass production and attention to detail,
journey and final destination. He holds a BA in creative writing from New England College
and an MFA in art history from the University of Idaho.

Elena Pakhoutova is a curator of Himalayan art at the Rubin Museum of Art and holds
a PhD in Asian art history from the University of Virginia. She has curated several
exhibitions at the Rubin, most recently The Second Buddha: Master of Time (2018) and
The Power of Intentions: Reinventing the (Prayer) Wheel (2019).


http://rubinmuseum.org/events/exhibitions/the-power-of-intention

