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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 elephant gods and other objects.
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Elephant God

Every year, Amit has been in charge of getting 

the Elephant-God Ganesha’s idol home, and 

preparing it with adornments for the ritual 

practices to ensue. Ganesha stays for a 

duration of 1.5, 5, 7 or 10 days at various 

places depending on what the families have 

pledged. There are both domestic deities 

as well as public ones ranging from a mere 

10 centimeters to 4 meters in height. The 

decorations also range from mildly modest 

to extremely extravagant. This year Amit 

realised that they also kept Ganeshas in 

the mall. He found these cheaper than the 

ones he got from the regular source. He 

decided to buy the idol from the mall this 

year. When he brought the idol home, he 

realised something was amiss but couldn’t 

place his finger on what that was. Later his 
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mother walked in and saw the idol Amit had 

brought home and jumped. The facial features 

were different. The eyes were narrower but 

most of all, the trunk of the Elephant-

God was turned in the wrong direction. For 

generations it was believed that when the 

trunk was placed in the opposite direction 

this meant it was a premonition for upcoming 

trouble in the family. She immediately 

asked Amit to return the idol. When Amit 

took the idol back to the mall he realised 

that many such idols had been returned. 

The vendors in turn contacted the 

Chinese manufacturers who had 

by now realised the 

mistake. This was 

immediately taken care 

of by the next batch of 

shipments that quickly 

replaced earlier ones on 

the shelves, in time for 

the festivities to not be 

delayed. 
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Plastic Flowers, Dried Flowers 

Smita was decorating her house. Her husband 

had retired from a Government job and they 

had just moved out of their house given by 

the office into one that they had bought 

from all their savings. She loved flowers 

but thought it was too much of a hassle 

to keep replenishing wilted flowers 

with new ones. Besides this 

was an expensive affair. She 

walked into a store that 

sold artificial plants. She 

realised there was now a 

plethora of these, much 

more sophisticated 

than the artificial 

plants she was used 

to. Her vendor told 
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her these came from China, He also showed 

her the dried ones that were artistically 

rendered, long stalks that reminded her of 

the forest they came from. This she realised 

would last for a long time. She bo ught 

a combination of the 

plastic and dried 

plants to 

adorn her 

l i v i n g 

room. 
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Windchimes and fairy lights

It was Diwali, the festival of lights. 

Sushila saw that the market was overflowing 

with all kinds of designs of fairy lights. 

There were lights that danced, lights of 

various colours, lights shaped like flowers 

and lights that went for tens of meters too. 

They were so cheap that she could light her 

entire house with this. Sushila lived in a 

small slum in Mumbai. Her electricity was 

stolen from a nearby source. Prakash, the 

local electrician had managed that for her. 

After Diwali she lent the same lights to 

her neighbour Mary who started preparing 

for her Christmas celebrations. The entire 

settlement came together to celebrate all 

festivals. It seemed like from the month of 

October the festivities did not stop for 

three months. It was one long festive season 
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with Diwai, Eid, Christmas all rolled into 

one for the settlement. Mary also picked up 

a wind chime this time from the market since 

she has saved money on borrowed lights from 

Sushila. She has heard that according to 

Chinese customs of Feng Shui this was part 

of a lucky charm. She thought her life could 

do with as much luck as she could garner. 

So she placed the windchime at her entrance 

along with the fairy lights. 
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Vintage buses and bird lamps

 

Sherwin lived in an old urban village. He was 

fascinated with vintage cars and all things 

old. The urban village he grew up in had 

a lot of pressure from developers to turn 

the houses into spanking new apartments. 

But when that happened the open space that 

was an important part of the village was 

throttled. With very 

little light and 

ventilation many of 

the social spaces that 

the village had afforded 

a l s o vanished. Sherwin 

was a young activist who along 

with his friends got together to fight 

this influx. He was a passionate collector 

of vintage things. Recently he had visited 

a local store and found a vintage bus and a 
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table lamp in the form of a bird. They both 

looked battered and old as if they came from 

an archeological site. Something drew him 

to them. He knew these were new but exuded 

an old world charm. He couldn’t resist it 

and brought them to add to his collection. 

Many years later through a facebook friend 

he met a Chinese designer who designed new 

archeological objects. There were many like 

Sherwin who were drawn to old things in 

a milieu that was rapidly changing around 

them.  
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Soft toys

Padmini was fascinated by soft toys. At 

30 she had not given up her little rabbit 

she called ‘Pinto’. Pinto lived with her 

as a companion and an imaginary 

friend who helped her cope with 

a highly patriarchal family. 

The family expected her to get 

married and leave the house, 

give up her inheritance and 

all property claims towards 

her brother. Padmini was a 

fighter. She refused to do that. 

But Pinto was her companion 

who gave her strength. On the 

way from her workplace on the 

highway as she looked out of 

her window she saw a man selling soft 

toys. Some of them were as tall as her. 
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Padmini thought one day if she has a room 

of her own she would buy one of these big 

toys to accompany Pinto. Everytime Padmini 

passed by the vendor his shop had grown 

a little. Soft toys coming to the Indian 

markets from China seemed to be 

placating many such feuds as 

their demand was growing. 
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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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