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Yoga owes much of its popularity in the west to B.K.S.Iyengar, founder of one of the most 
highly physical schools of this age-old discipline. Every year between 1960 and 1974 Iyengar 
spent a month in London, staying with his friend and pupil, the great violinist, Yehudi 
Menuhin. 

Iyengar, described by historian, Alistair Shearer, as “the Lion King of postural yoga”, would 
spread the word through Menuhin’s social circle, through private lessons and a succession 
of books. Perhaps the best-known is Light on Yoga (1966), which was translated into 23 
languages and sold more than 3 million copies. 

One of its readers was Clara Hali’s mother, Elly Hali, herself a yoga teacher. Hali had admired 
the book during her teenage years when she began to practice yoga, but it wasn’t until she 
inherited a much-thumbed copy, following her mother’s death in 2012, that she rediscovered 
the incredible poses Iyengar was able to adopt . 

The book contains no fewer than 600 monochrome photos of Iyengar putting his body 
through a range of contortions beyond the abilities of many of his disciples. For a sculptor 
who has spent her career working from the body, these poses were not just an excellent 
visual reference, they showed the human form in extreme, almost abstract configurations. 
For Hali it also conjured up memories of her mother, to whom these sculptures are a tribute.

What distinguishes yoga from mere physical exercise is that it is intended to confer both 
bodily and spiritual benefits. While there may be few western devotees that embrace the full 
package, being content with the feeling of well-being that yoga provides, the ultimate aim is 
to attain a perfect freedom from the cares and woes of this world. One is encouraged to let 
go of the agitations that cluster around the ego and embrace a transcendental Self.

It could be argued, in the most idealistic terms, that one may enjoy a similar experience with 
a work of art. When we lose ourselves in contemplation in front of a great painting or 
sculpture it seems as if time stands still. Almost everybody who haunts museums or art 
galleries has stories about particular works that have induced a state of reverie. 

One can speculate about Hali’s favourites from the small sculptures in this exhibition, with 
their unmistakable echoes of Matisse and Degas. Woman in a Wicker Chair is immediately 
reminiscent of a painting such as Odalisque with raised arms (1923), although it’s a theme 

that recurs again and again in Matisse’s work. In other pieces a distinctive hairstyle recalls 
Amélie Parayre, Matisse’s wife and model. 

There are numerous allusions in these works but no precise copies. Hali nods towards the 
bulky forms of the Venus of Willendorf and a torso pushed and pulled by the distortions of 
Cubism. She plays with the small scale of her sculptures, putting Degas’s bathers into 
disposable coffee cups – themselves given an ironic sense of permanence through being 
cast in bronze. In The Plough, is Hali giving us a female response to Gerald Lewers’s 
severely phallic carving of the same name? 

The most surprising figures are those practicing Iyengar’s strenuous yoga postures. In Spinal 
Twist a figure stands on its head, its legs extended upwards at an acute angel from the 
torso. In other pieces, such as Upward Lotus I, II & III we meet a body tied up in knots.  

By reducing the details and treating these bodies as aggregations of blocky forms Hali 
invites us to focus on the sculptural qualities of each piece. We feel how a pair of shoulders 
acts as a base, supporting the weight of an entire body. They also give concrete expression 
to Hali’s belief that life is “a balancing act” in which we try and maintain equilibrium when 
beset by competing forces. As yoga acts as both a physical and spiritual discipline so too 
do these small sculptures act as metaphors for a human condition in which we may have to 
bend over backwards to achieve a greater stability.

It’s not by chance that most of Hali’s figures are female. They reflect her own life 
experience, her own sense of the body. Stripped back to simple physical forms this 
experience takes on a universal dimension. What’s true for the artist is also true for the 
viewer. The greater mystery of the individual personality with its many unique life 
experiences is subsumed in a concentration on the body. It is not by denying and mortifying 
the body that practitioners of yoga aspire to a greater freedom but by working to achieve an 
ideal union of the mental, the physical and the spiritual. In each of Hali’s small, solid bodies 
in bronze or clay there is an allusion to the unseen energies of life that arise from the 
physical form but need to be chanelled by yogic exercise if we are to be masters of the 
body, not its slaves.

John McDonald 2021



Bronzes

Cat Walker, 2000, bronze, unique, 
49 x 14 x 19cm



Caught in a Cup, 2002, bronze, ed 2 of 4 
19 x 8 x 8cm

Cappucino Venus, 2002, bronze, ed 2 of 4,
19 x 8 x 8cm

Liliana in the Tub, 2001, bronze, ed 3 of 6,
18 x 15 x 11cm 

Evening Bath, 2001, bronze, unique,
9 x 13 x 11cm



Benedicta, 1998, bronze, ed 1 of 3
57 x 18 x 16cm

Benedicta, 1998, bronze, ed 1 of 3
57 x 18 x 16cm



Eternal Knot, 2013, bronze, ed 3 of 11 
10 x 13 x 13cm

Dove, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 9
10 x 15 x 11cm

Malasana, 2016, bronze, ed 1 of 9
8 x 12 x 14cm

Eternal Knot II, 2016, bronze, ed 1 of 7
11 x 13 x 13cm



The Gymnast, 2020, bronze & aluminium, ed 1 of 3 
29 x 24 x 10cm

The Gymnast, 2020, bronze & aluminium, ed 1 of 3 
29 x 24 x 10cm



Upward Lotus III, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 9 
18 x 10 x 10cm

Upward Lotus IV, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 9 
18 x 10 x 12cm

The Beginner, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 9 
17 x 10 x 10cm

Upward Lotus I, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 9 
18 x 9 x 9cm



Spinal Twist, 2013, bronze, ed 2 of 9 
29 x 10 x 7cm

Spinal Twist, 2013, bronze, ed 2 of 9
29 x 10 x 7cm



Resting Odalisque, 2012, bronze, unique 
38 x 23 x 23cm

Woman in a Wicker Chair, 2017, bronze, unique
35 x 24 x 28cm

Verdigris Odalisque, 2002, bronze, unique 
40 x 22 x 18cm



Tribanga 2, 2012, bronze, ed 1 of 9 
39 x 12 x 12cm

Adavasi Girls, 1998, bronze, ed 2 of 4 
38 x 16 x 12cm



Ponder, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 5
9 x 10 x 9cm

Lotip, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 7 
10 x 10 x 9cm

Pinda, 2013, bronze, ed 3 of 11 
9 x 12 x 8cm

Panda, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 5 
9 x 10 x 9cm



The Plough, 1996, bronze, ed 1 of 6 
15 x 28 x 10cm
 

Twister, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 7
32 x 8 x 9cm



Twist II, 2016, bronze, ed 4 of 9 
15 x 14 x 10cm

Sirshasana, 1999, bronze, ed 5 of 7
45 x 15 x 12cm 



Upside Down Lotus II, 2013,bronze, ed 1 of 9
12 x 10 x 8cm

Upside Down Lotus III, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 9
7 x 12 x 10cm

Upside Down Lotus I, 2013, bronze, ed 1 of 9
14 x 9 x 8cm

Upside Down Lotus II, 2013,bronze, ed 1 of 9
12 x 10 x 8cm



Chasm II, 2015, ceramic, 25 x19 x 12cm 

Ceramic



Cubist Feminist II, 2012, ceramic, 43 x 25 x 20cm

Soren’s Song, 2012, bronze, 18 x 11 x 10cmSoren’s Song, 2012, bronze, 18 x 11 x 10cm



Belly bowl, 2020, ceramic, 25 x19 x 12cm Chunky Hips, 2006, ceramic,18 x 18 x 13cm



Upside Down Lotus, 2016, wood (camphor), 28 x 33 x 34cm

Wood



Tribanga VI, 2000, wood (oregon), 88 x 14 x 14cm

Child’s Pose, 2004, wood (pine), 30 x 50 x 28cm
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