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I will split up my Father’s empire (after N.W.A), Divya Mehra 

The outline of one of the most 
recognizable proponents of 
nonviolent political change is 
glowing orange in a window in 
Gastown. He’s particularly visible at 
night with his trademark round 
glasses, moustache and bald head. 
Mohandas Gandhi is not only 
brightening the grey days of winter 
on the Northwest Coast. He’s also 
regularly winking at passersby: his 
left eye blinks on and off in a way 
that gives the neon sculpture a 
sense of playfulness. 
 

 
By Gandhi’s right are lines of text 
which don’t fit with his non-violent 
image. They’re in white letters on a 
black background: “A young Paki on 
a warpath/And when I’m 
finished/It’s gonna be a bloodbath.” 
For extra emphasis, the final word, 
bloodbath, is written in red. 
 
The words are lyrics are from a 
song by the group N.W.A. except 
for one change: the slur Paki has 
been substituted for nigga. 
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Why are hip hop lyrics that appear 
to incite violence linked like to a 
man who spent much of his adult 
life avoiding harming others? 
 
Because of artist Divya Mehra’s 
family history. Although she grew 
up in Winnipeg, Mehra’s parents 
were brought together because of 
one of the great human tragedies of 
the 20th century: the partition of 
British India into Hindu-dominated 
India and Muslim-dominated 
Pakistan in 1947. And even though 
Gandhi preached non-violence and 
was instrumental in the campaign to 
evict the British, partition resulted 
in horrendous violence: an 
estimated 500,000 people were 
killed as 12 million people fled for 
their lives from one side to the 
other. 
 
“I really liked the idea that he’s 
saying something pretty serious and 
something he would never say,” 
Mehra said in a phone interview. 
 
“I guess in all my work, I enjoy 
humour, even though it may be dry 
at times. I wanted people to see the 
head, read the text and then for 
Gandhi to wink like he’s saying: ‘I’m 
kidding. I didn’t want anyone to die. 
I didn’t want a bloodbath. I didn’t 
want what became of the 
subcontinent.’” 
 
The work in the gallery’s window on 
Carrall Street is called I will split up 
my Father’s empire (after NWA). 
It’s part of an exhibition by Mehra 
called The Party is Over at 
Artspeak. 
 
The works in the exhibition create 
surprising links to India and  
 

 
Pakistan from the perspective of a 
Canadian born into a Hindu family  
with connections to both countries: 
Mehra’s mother is from Bombay and 
her father from Lahore which his 
family had to flee for their lives 
when it was partitioned and 
allocated to Pakistan. Mehra mixes 
references from the culture and 
music of hip hop with historical and 
contemporary events and religious 
figures from India. The works 
explore serious themes but never in 
a didactic way: they’re irreverent 
and poke fun at the practical 
implications of grand political ideas. 
 
That sense of humour is evident 
just by looking at There’s just not 
enough to go around. It’s a cake, a 
flat rectangular slab of icing and 
custard that wouldn’t be out-of-
place at a birthday party. What’s 
different is that instead of having a 
traditional greeting, it says in 
green: ‘Kashmir.’ Displayed on a 
late 19-century-style parlour table, 
the work refers to the northern 
princely state that became part of 
India at partition even though its 
population was overwhelming 
Muslim. Representing the ongoing 
violent conflict in Kashmir as a 
festive cake in no way belittles the 
victims on either side of the conflict. 
Instead, it highlights the toxic 
aftermath of colonialism:  carving 
up land satisfies no-one. 
 
(As the cake dries, it’s looking more 
and more like a landscape with 
geographic features. The icing is 
cracking so that it resembles rivers 
while the custard inside is 
undergoing some kind of chemical 
reaction that’s causing the surface 
to rise. ) 
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On the back wall of the gallery is a 
photograph of two people, one 
obviously a young teenage male, 
photographed in the parking lot of 
suburban strip mall. One youth in a 
red T-shirt points in a very 
animated way at the other who is 
wearing, absurdly, what looks like a  
 
Freddy Krueger mask. On the front 
of each T-shirts are single words: 
“Zindabad” in blue and 
“Murdabad”  in red. They mean Live 
Forever/Die Forever in Hindi. 
They’re the taunts used by 
supporters and detractors of a man 
named Anna Hazare, a fearless 
anti-corruption leader who has been 
called the Second Gandhi for his 
non-violent tactics. 
 
The two youths are wearing the 
colours of the Crips and Bloods, the 
rival street gangs which started in 
Los Angeles among African-
Americans and have since become a 
staple of popular culture around the 
world. 
 
The work is called The Pleasure of 
Hating. Even without knowing the 
symbolism of the colours and the 
meaning of the words, the image 
captures testosterone-fuelled male 
energy directed at someone who is 
obviously different. They’re both 
wearing pre-packaged identities. 
Although there are specific 
conditions that give rise to their 
intolerance, the effects are the 
same whether it’s in India, Los 
Angeles or Winnipeg. Like so many 
other things, hatred has gone 
global. 


