


- 54- Arts Illustrated April & May 2019 - Arts

Harvested paddy fields, Odisha.
All Images Courtesy of Siddhartha Das.

Travel

SIDDHARTHA DAS

Memories that are tied to the earth are filled with nostalgia, 
spirituality and sacredness, each bringing with it a flavour of 

what it means to feel life through our hands and feet

Blowing in 
the Wind

Maati kahe kumhar se, Tu kya rundhe mohe
Ik din aisa aayega, Mai rundhugo tohe
 
The clay tells the potter, Why do you knead me
One day shall come, When I will knead you
 
Kabir, 15th Century poet and philosopher
 
One of the unmistakable joys as a child was to be able to play 
with the earth, mud, sand and clay… dry or wet. With time 
this joy vanished, to have my clothes or body ‘dirtied’ became 
unthinkable. One lucky vestige has been the smell of wet earth. 
Sometime back, while I was designing the space of the Jal Mahal 
in Jaipur, I began to work with some lovely old ittar-makers. One 
of the perfumes we used for the space was that of Gili Mitti (wet 
earth). It was ingenious that the transient smell of wet earth 
could be compacted into a little glass bottle and immediately be 
a throwback to the past. A nostalgic past, when somehow things 
felt simpler, easier and kinder.

My two concessions have been pottery and gardening, the first 
sadly I haven’t done in more than a decade and the latter is 
consigned to my weekend on my terrace – a hundred-odd pots 
with a mish-mash of plants, some grown, others that have found 
their way into them and will not go away. This weekly 
contentment always takes me back to what was a joyful though 
arduous chore to clean the garden at my father’s ancestral home 
in Odisha during our annual summer break. It was a white 
building with red-oxide floors and terracotta-tiled roofs. All the 
cousins were summoned by my father and we had to clean the 
garden, and one by one most of them would disappear, till only 
three of us were left. We would work till dusk to finish taking 
out the weeds and watering the garden. The garden had many 
trees, climbers and shrubs, but the ones I remember the most 
were the guava, tamarind, ber and the coconut trees. All could be 
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communities, the Santhal 
villages often have sacred 
groves where they believe the 
spirits live. Nature is sacred 
and the stages of life and of 
farming are intertwined, with 
burial at death, a returning to 
the earth. All religions of the 
world espouse similar intent: 
from dust to dust. And yet as 
people we fashioned clay and 
stone into gods, temples 
and palaces.

villages and ungrudgingly loved 
us in an un-effusive way. The 
distinction between the little 
town and the Santhal villages 
was a blur. Santhal homes were 
archetypes of fabulous 
vernacular homes. They were 
spotlessly clean, with the mud 
lepa that carried the memory of 
the hands that applied them in 
wave-like repetitions on the 
walls and the floors. The homes 
had a generous sprinkling of 
little ponds with blood-red 

harvested for their fruit, and 
what fun it was, to find the red 
ber and tamarind on the 
ground, or to climb the guava 
tree to have just the right shade 
of green on the fruit. We would 
spend hours as kids with no 
other desire than to find a few 
perfect fruit. Life was simple 
and good.  

Two kindly souls who worked 
in the house, Dima and Phulo, 
came from nearby Santhal 

Which reminds me of this trip 
to Gwalior, recently, and in a 
car driven by a madman racing 
the wind as he sped up the 
steep slopes of the Gwalior 
Fort. Unannounced, we passed 
the Gopachal rock-cut 
sculptures on the hillside. It 
took me a year of planning to 
go to an incredible rock-cut 
cluster of caves at Ellora, so I 
was completely unprepared to 
chance upon these serene Jain 
Tirthankaras looking down at 

lotuses and fresh harvests 
drying in neat formations 
on their raised porches or 
courtyards. A few years ago, 
I decided to put together a 
workshop with two Santhal 
masons as instructors and a 
troupe of 40 excitable 
architecture students shepherded 
by two professors to learn how 
to make mud floors and walls, 
mimicking gleefully but 
sloppily the Santhal instructors. 
As with most tribal 

us as we whizzed past. We 
returned to visit these colossal 
sculptures in meditative seated 
or standing positions. In 
Jainism it is believed that a 
Tirthankara is one who has 
transcended the cyclic world 
of death and rebirth, charting 
a path for others to liberation. 
As I have over the years 
become increasingly mired in 
mundane ordinariness, my 
respect for all things spiritual 
has inexplicably risen manifold. 

Gopachal rock-cut sculptures in Gwalior 
Fort of Tirthankaraas.

Mud house with harvested paddy, Odisha.
Paintings by indigenous communities 
exhibited at Musée du quai Branly, Paris.
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Faith that alleviates the spirit. 
I am currently working on 
interpreting sacred sites 
elsewhere in the country and 
I am fascinated how a believer 
can imbue his or her aspirations 
and fears into a beautifully 
fashioned stone sculpture.

These moments are frozen in 
time; and whenever I am in 
places like Baripada, it takes 
me back to my early childhood, 
be it by a tree with votive 
offerings to the sacred 
protectors of the villages, 
the Shaligrams or the horse-
mounted Ayyanar protectors of 
villages warding off evil spirits 
or the painted walls in other 
parts of the country. Mud or 
clay became the canvas, the 
context, and, eventually, central 
to all things.

Composed as I am, like others,
of elements on certain well-
known lists
father's seed and mother's egg,
gathering earth, air five, mostly
water, into a mulberry mass
moulding calcium
carbon, even gold, magnesium 
and such,
into a chattering self-tangled
in love and work,
scary dreams, capable of eyes that 
can see,
only by moving constantly
the constancy of things 
like Stonehenge or cherry trees.
I pass through them
as they pass though me
taking and leaving
affections, seeds, skeletons 

– Elements of Composition 
by AK RamanujanAyyannar Shrine.

Shaligram, Odisha.




