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Feels like a Memory

Starting from our homes to the places we fravel fo, art that we can

touch and feel has very different memories from art that we cannot,

making everything instantly accessible, including nostalgia

Recently, I helped put up an
exhibition of my father, artist
Jatin Das’ works — an exhibition
of over 400 portraits made in
over 50 years. And, not one of
them was for sale. My father’s
stubbornness to take the idea

of art and severing it completely
from the notions of money and
making it accessible to all is
something I can’t help but
respect. It was something for
all to see and enjoy. Each one of
the portraits brought a different
character of the person, many of
whom I knew from a distant
childhood, and some of whom
who came to see the exhibition
had this childlike excitement to
discover their portraits done a

few decades ago.

Amongst the portraits were some
of me and my sister. I remember
reading Sartre’s Words, where he
reminisces about his childhood

and I could easily steal a few
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segments from his book to
describe ours. We grew up
modestly with little spare money
but a lot of art material. As
children, my sister and I drew
and painted behind used
envelopes, cards and anything
that had one side free. My sister,
who had a head start by a few
years and in much documented
photographs of first time parents,
had drawn on every conceivable
surface at home that was white.
I like to believe, as there were no
such photographs of me, that

I was a picture of restraint,
although many childhood stories
belie this. But it was a childhood
where art was as important as
studies, sports, and watering the
plants. Tactile, without
preconceived notions and with
complete abandonment, even if
our childhood was marked by
frugality and no ostentation.
Going to a design school dented

this to some extent in practice but
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not in belief; and, as my father
often says, made me a rascal. But
the rascal still believes that art
must alleviate the spirit, touch the
soul and be accessible. Allow us
to tentatively and with tenderness
touch it, smell it and see it.
Experience it sensorially,
irrespective of where we chance

upon it.

I spend much time now creating
museums and cultural centres
and making sure that all spaces
we create are vandal resistant. So
I hide that art behind glass; art
that must have been used as an
everyday object or held lovingly
in one’s hands by the maker, the
peers and the patrons. I spent a
while in this peculiar country of
Switzerland, antithetical in many
ways to India, the good and the
bad. Public art was commonplace,
a mix of sublime, bizarre and
sometimes humorous. The

bearded white man on the street
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in the Catalan.city of Barcelona.
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Jatin Das' exhibition of Portraits: Artists & Friends, works
done over 50 years, Lalit Kala Akademi, New Delhi.
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Beirut Caoutchouc by Marwan
Rechmaoui at Tate Modern,
London.
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of Geneva seemed a distant cousin
of the bearded priest of the Indus
Valley. Children passing by
would befriend this mute white
sculpture and with utter
fascination touch him, run their
fingers along the ridged surfaces

tenderly, and squeal with glee.

A similar marble sculpture atop
a smart pedestal in a museum
felt so much less approachable.

I came to know some of these
pieces well when I worked in

a few museums. I remember,
especially, these two white
gentlemen at the Victoria and
Albert Museum, London. Their
bust lived on this long smart
pedestal, peering at us, one with
his head bent looking quizzically
and yet imperiously at all of us
scurrying past. We couldn’t ever
touch them. Although I remember
that on my first day at the V&A,
this very intimidating, fantastic
165-year-old museum in London,
a lovely, batty 70-year-old frail
volunteer took us on a little trail
around the museum and lovingly
and gently stroked every
sculpture she was fond of as

if they were her dear friends.

Although completely different in
every which way, or as we say in
India — same but different — I
somehow remembered those
incredible sculptures at Ellora.
They emerged out of the bare
mountainside, sitting there
nonchalantly and stoically, while
thousands would come every day,
some would smear vermillion,
some touch them gently, others
not. Some incredible sthapathis
had fashioned these volcanic
basalt hillsides and created

these fantastical monolithic cave
temples almost 1,300 years ago!

Completely ethereal.
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Away from these incredible tactile
arts in the deep recesses of
Maharashtra, in the Catalan

city of Barcelona is Goudi’s La
Sagrada Familia. Although only
alittle over a century old and still
being finished, it inspires similar
wonderment. This Roman
Catholic Church is visited more
by travellers than by devout
Christians. Like some futuristic
version of a medieval Gothic
building from a fantastical flick
like the ‘Game of Thrones’. But
as Mark Twain said, ‘truth is
stranger than fiction’. With
disbelief, all of us disbelieving
visitors touched every stone
facade, figure and pillar we passed.
I have distant memories of climbing
up this incredible structure and
reaching the little bridge between
the spires to see the exhilarating

city of Barcelona below.
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I remember the stunning curated
exhibit titled The Living Cities, in
which artists examined the living
modern cities. One piece that
stood out or literally lay under
was the work of Lebanese artist,
Marwan Rechmaoui. The city
of Beirut embossed into rubber
depicted the resilience of the city
ravaged by nature and man. The
work in the new wing of the Tate
Modern, on the South Bank of
the Thames River, unlike most
museumised art, allowed people
to touch it and walk all over it,
which delighted not just children
but adults alike. Initially, we were
all very tentative, suspecting some
disapproving gallery attendant
was going to reprimand us. But
following the lead of children
who immediately loved it, adults

of all sizes and colour took to it.
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Bearded Sculpture, Geneva, Switzerland.

A much more diminutive art
museum than the humongous
Tate Modern is taking shape in
Bhubaneswar, the JD Centre of
Art. Stone sculptures, built on the
site by a host of prolific sculptors
from the world of Indian
contemporary and traditional

art stand shoulder to shoulder

in the amphitheatre of the
upcoming art centre. The
sculptures seem to emerge from
the rock formations, not looking
precious, and yet delicately stride
the stone they sit upon, making
them completely approachable to
all audiences, just like art was
always meant to be. The sthapathus

of Ellora would approve.

All Images Courtesy of Siddhartha Das.
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