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Pens



Itinerant Desires, 2021, is a project by Rupali Gupte and 

Prasad Shetty, BARDStudio Mumbai, developed as a part of the 

exibition, ‘X is Not a Small Country, Unraveling the Post 

Global Era’ curated by Aric Chen with Martina Muzi, held at 

and supported by the MAAT - Museum of Art, Architecture and 

Technology, Lisbon.  



While the movement of goods between India and China are usually 

discussed in terms of trade, these imported and exported 

objects have lives that far exceed their financial value. They 

enter into dialogical relationships with people and their 

desires, values and practices to create new interactions, 

concepts and spaces; a politics that complicates conventional 

understandings of geopolitical exchange. This book traces the 

itineraries of invisible inks.
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The Factory Owner

In 2011, a man in Chunxiao Town of Ningbo, 

who owned a small factory producing cheap 

and fancy pens heard about an invisible ink 

that was used by spies from across the world. 

Being a technician, he was inquisitive about 

the chemistry of the invisible ink. On some 

investigation, he found that this could 

be very easily and inexpensively made. In 

his research he came across ink that glows 

under ultraviolet light, which could be 

easily reproduced by using small LED bulbs. 

He soon got a mould made and fitted the LED 

bulb with a small battery and switch to the 

pens. He also made refills with invisible 

ink. He had created a new product - the 

invisible ink pen. In the first lot, this 

factory owner had produced more than 10000 

pens with invisible ink.
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The Bulk trader

Since mid 2000s, an assistant of a chandelier 

shop in Mumbai would accompany his boss to 

China. His boss would initially earlier get 

his chandeliers made locally, but he now 

found it cheaper to get them produced in 

China. They would usually go to Hongkong, 

pick up an interpreting agent and then go 

to Ningbo to the factories making glass 

chandeliers. Finding the Hongkong agent 

expensive, the boss made the assistant 

learn Mandarine. During the evening hours 

in Ningbo, the assistant would walk around 

smaller areas that made small unusual 

goods. The assistant planned to undertake 

his own expedition once and procured huge 

quantities of strange goods. His plan was 

to get a container load of such goods in 

bulk and sell them in Mumbai to small shops 
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in  Manish Market. He had got another friend 

from Mumbai who ran a small logistics agency 

to help him transport the container and 

manage the customs. In his first shipment, 

along with other things he also bought 2000 

invisible ink pens.  
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The Train Vendor

Suresh has been selling small goods in 

the Mumbai trains. Earlier, he would sell 

locally made handkerchiefs, plastic purses, 

candies, etc. But now he sold Chinese items. 

He would visit Masjid Bunder every Thursday 

night and wait for containers of Bulk 

Traders who would bring cheap and strange 

goods. He would buy from them lots of small 

cheap things in large quantities - at least 

100 pieces of each. There were others who 

bought larger quantities. They would then 

distribute these to other smaller vendors 

who put up shops near railway stations and 

other crowded places. There were yet others 

- shopkeepers who bought fewer quantities, 

but of slightly expensive goods - usually 

with an electronic part of higher complexity, 

like a massager. Suresh bought 100 invisible 
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ink pens for 600 rupees. Pricing each pen 

at 10 rupees, he started marketing his pens 

in crowded trains by shouting out, “these 

are special pens, with these you can write a 

secret message to your friend or girlfriend 

or wife, you can also write your passwords, 

the pen will write, but nothing will be seen 

unless you show a special light to it”.



10

The Community Spy

Madhu lived in Mumbai and assembled velvet 

making machines in the industrial towns 

around Mumbai like Surat, 

Vapi, Bhiwandi, etc. But 

since the automatic Chinese 

machines had entered the 

market, he would now only 

get jobs of repairing older 

machines. He lived with his 

wife and three sons in a very 

tiny house in a building 

with more than 100 families. 

All of these families faced 

threats of eviction from their houses by a 

very aggressive local goon turned politician 

turned developer who eyed the expensive 

land on which this building stood. The 

velvet-machine-assembler in many ways was 

a quintessential third world protagonist 
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- informal labour threatened by local and 

global capital. But he wasn’t worried about 

all of this. He liked to find people who had  

gone incognito. He came from a very orthodox 

community, from which people preferred to 

run away. They would simply disappear 

into the city. He loved searching 

finding their whereabouts. He 

saw himself as a sort of a 

community spy. His tiny house 

was filled with toy guns, 

toy magnifying glasses, 

gloves, and invisible 

ink pens. 
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The Mother of Three Boys

When her husband bought the invisible ink pen 

home and showed it around, everyone in the 

house including her usually disinterested 

youngest son was very excited. Her husband 

would leave the house very early in the 

morning for work and return late. They had 

three sons - the eldest one 

worked in the Gulf and visited 

home during holidays, the 

middle one worked in a mall 

as a clothes salesperson and 

the youngest one did night 

shifts in a call center.  

He was registered with the 

distance learning center 

of the state university to 

study accounts and commerce. 

Everyone in the house tried the pen that 

evening. Next morning the husband took it 
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with him to work to show his friends. 

After a few days, the husband 

left the pen behind in one of the 

cupboards. Their house was 

very small - just about 

10 square meters for the 

five of them. The husband 

had also made a mezzanine 

in the house so that two 

of the boys could sleep 

well. The pen remained in 

the drawer for a few months. 

Every time the mother saw 

it while cleaning, it had 

gathered a little more dust and 

over time had stopped writing. The 

flash light behind had also stopped working. 

She kept it aside in the hope that someday 

it could be repaired and used. Now after 

several years, the elder son was ready to 

throw it into the garbage. But since it was 

made of plastic, his mother decided to sell 

it off in return for garlic.  
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The Plastic exchanger

Plastic exchangers do not particularly  

like plastic pens. So when Sushma gave the 

invisible ink pen along with other household 

items, the plastic exchanger grumbled and 

said that he would pay her a little less. 

Pens had inferior quality of plastic and also 

non-plastic parts that needed to be removed 

before shredding. Since the non-plastic 

parts were made of metal, they would have 

some exchange value and it was worth the 

effort of disassembling the pens into its 

various parts. The plastic exchanger gave 

garlic pods against plastic in a measure of 

4:1 measure - four kilos of plastic would 

fetch a kilo of garlic. The plastic would 

then be taken to Dharavi, where it would 

be sorted into different grades and then 

shredded into very small pieces and made 

into pellets. These pellets would then be 

bought by factories to make new plastic 

products out of.
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Itinerant Desires looks at the lives of some ‘usual and unusual 

commodities’ as they travel from China to India to inhabit a 

transactional object/space, a scaffold. This scaffold draws 

its form from the urbanity of Mumbai, where high densities and 

intensities of built form create new vectors for activities, 

networks, and livelihoods while providing, in the museum, a 

space for intimacies and rest. 
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