Leiamre:

5 Lewas, author of The Chironrcles

of Narnia, onee said that the Bible

condenses myth into history. From

the sweeping stories of the Bl of
Adam and’ Eve to the ark buoilt by Naah and
Joseph's multicoloured coat, the narrative
moves to the court siemoirs of Ring David
and frmally, fable becomes fact with the hirth
of Jesus Christ. Once fable salidifies inio fact,
anly an artise can turn it back into fable, He
asks, “What if the story had another ending™
He asks, “What il it had happened in anoth-
er wayt™ Many artists at the third edivion of
the Kochi-Muzirs Biennale are plaving with
the pxst, churning it inte the “what ifs* of an
abstract and aleernate realin,

Ii is o piey chat vou can experience the
world only through your own perspective.
You can never know if another person per-
ceives the colour blue the way vou perceive
it. You can only dwell in your awn imaging.
tion. But Daniele Galllano, an artist from
Italy, amrempts, thraugh his artwork calied
Fad Trip, yoinhabit the imagination of others
For example, when immigrants leave war-
LOrm nations o go o aew countries, Galllano
depicts through his art the kind of place thev
enight have imagined they were going to. In
the backdrop of 3 plush and plentiful land-
scape, he paints 2 boat of immigranis. The
place only exists in their minils. Reality often
falls short of hope. Galliane has visited Nea
markess in Turin to buy paintings relegated
to dusty corners of shops. (n these, he has
superimposed his intruders - immigranis,
vagabodids amnd squatters=wha are reinvent
ing that space, claiming ownership to a differ-
ent life within the canvas,

“I'm fascinated by what poes on in the

t minds of people.” he says. “People have such

different mindsets. A person vou meet at 2

| party nught he thinking samething vastly dif-
| ferent from a person vou might meet 2t an art
| show like this biennale.”

If Galliano's wark is concepual, Gabriel

| Lester's Is experiential. Lester §s from
. Amstendam and in his work Dwelling Kappiri
| Spirits, he revives an old fable In the sex.

enteenth century, when the Dutch came o
Kochi, the Portuguese left the city. Beforethey
departed. they buried gold, zilver and othes
treasures in the compoands of their majestic
estates angd howses They tied up their African
slaves on the walls of these compounds, sac-
rificing them in the belief that their ghaste
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would protect the treasure. But they never
returned and the myth gost that the spirfesof
these clves, called Kappiri Muthappan, still
wander the estates of thein masiers.

His installasion, made of lace curain, ali-
minium, woisl, light and cigar, represents a
Exrge Moating roam with billowing curtains
that are forever pregnant with a non-exiss
tent wind. Inside the room is a cigar that
is left burning. an offering to the Kappiri
Muthappan. The wind symbolizes the rest-
less 2ouls of the spinits, The interest in what
i5 known is_profoundly different from the
fascination in what is unknown. In the
unknown, 2nd perhaps the unknowable, any-
thing is possible. Lester’s work invites-vou
to explore these possibilities. Freed from
the servitude of their lives, what holds thess
African slaves captive in their afrerlives?
What do they yearn for?

“Itallstarted in 2000 when 1 created an an
mstallation in memory of a friend, the artist
Hiseyin Bahei Alptekin, who passed away in
20077 2ays Ledter, "That's when | remem-
bered s family traditlon: when somebmdy
passed away, the windows were opened so
that the soul could travel frecly from earth 1o
heaven. After my grandfather passed away,
his body lay in the living room and when we
opened all the windows, 5 strong breeze drift-



ed into the room, transperting his soul.. To
commemarste Alptekin, I retumed tothe iden
af spirits eravelling from the earth to the hesy-
ens above. The installation, Mefancholia in
Arcadra, consisted of hardened Inee eurains
catching that moment of transition between
lifeand death. Formy installationat the Kochi-
Muziris Biennale, curator Sudarshan Sheity
sgested | return to this work, That's when 1
started o look for a reinterpretation that was
both site-specific and bespoke. 1 started to
research the history of Fart Cochin and coon

| found out about the touls of the slaves that
| were killed by the Portuguese to protect theis
hidden treasure. T understand my installation

in Kochias a very complex: compasition of
many suggestions=-some absreact, some can-
ercte and some, simply associations that any-
one can come up with,”

Anamika Haksar uses the metaphor of
WRTOT B PEpresent A range of emations—vio-
lence, anger, peace and happiness. In her
theatre work and installation Composition
on Water, she drows on a poem by Namdeo
Drhasal called Warer that highlights the injus-
tices and inequalities faced by dalits. Tnan
impravided performance, her actors expose
the callousness with which dalits are denied
the use of fresh water. “I feel the issue of
caste discrimination is extremely relevan

Water woes:
Anamiika Haksar's
theatre performance
uses the metaphor
af water to highlight
isses of caste
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today, what with incidents like the death of
Rohith Vemula and the agitations against
cow slaughter,” says Hakear. "It is incradible
that this is 50 in the 215t century, even after so
many reform movemens.™

Another collateral exhibition that con-
tempaorises history is Poajs Singhal's Plehwvai
Tradition and Bevond—A Collateral Project,
Over three centuries ago, a few Pichvai art- |
ists came to Nathdwara in Rajasthan from |
Lttar Pradesh with Lord Shrinathji. an ava-
tar of Lord Krishna, The ornate and detailed
hand-painted textile art of thise srtices was
devational in nature, narrating the stories
of Shrinathji. Singhal is trving to revive the
dying tradition of Pichvai art by providing 3
platform to the skilled palnters who learnt
the are through generations of Pichvai art-
ists. New interpretations of the wark have
shved the religions undertone to incorparate a
contemporary scale, form and colour. =1 grew
up in Udaipur not far from Nathdwara and
was familiar with the Pichvai tradition from

avoung age,” says Singhal. "My mother was a
patran and Pichvai artistd uweed to come to my
howse all the time to show their works to her,*
A long time 2go, there wag 2 Chinese artist
whe used to paint landscapes. Then one day, |
he started drawing graphs of seraggly linew. |
People wondered what they sipnified. When .
asked, he replied thar the graphs, like artissic |
ECGs, represented his state of mind when he |
saw the landscapes. Similarly, the work of C,
Bhagyanath, an artist from Thalassery, turns
the folk art of Theyyam into concepts in his
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C. Bhagyanath tries
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charcoal drawings: Rather than the tradition,
it is the emotions trigrered by the tradition
thar he aims to capture.

“In Theyyam, there is the story of
Pulijanmam, which is about human beings
rrapped inside animals,” he says. “Similarly,
I wanied to portray the varied beings within
A person, 1n a short stery called Bores and Me,
the writer ends on a poignant note; T don't
know who wrote the story, Boris or me”,”

There is a multiplicity of Borises within us.
suggests Bhopvanath—=equal and apposing
forces that pull:and push at the same time,
resulting in the status guo that is exch human
being. So, in his drawings, the policeman
merges inta the thief, the confessor into the
listener and the man who pushes a wheelchair
inta the man who's being pushed.

Even though he talks of multiplicity, thereis
a sort of homogeneity in Bhagyanath's draw-
ings; the force that disintegrates one into mul-
tiple beings is the same force thar coagulates
him into one, But what of the multiplicites
thar cannot be fitted back together? A plece
i whvdle that is not part of the whole? This
1% the kind of multiplicity that Shetty was

thinking about when he conceptualized the
biennate with the theme ‘Forming in the
pupil of an eve’.

“The theme is a line taken fram Sharmistha
Mohanty's poem,"savs Shetty. “The idea that
when a sage opens his eve to the world, he
assimilates 41l the multiplicities of the world
into that one instant of his vision. Eves are the
only reflective surface on the body, All our
ancient philosophical ideas come from our
physical or the corporeéal existence. 1 think
that that i+ something essential to the way we
loak at the werld, which is eminently muliiple
i natare. 1t is mulaple and yet all the multi-
plicities are contained within the same space
of experiencing the world. Thes edition of the
biennale rsan effort, even if parttally, at bring-
ing these ideas to the fore.”

It is a beautiful thought: time and space in
their entirety telescoping into one transcen-
dentinstant experienced by the sage. The rest
of us are pilgrims in search of that instant,
which we zense through the fog of beauty,
art, music and poetry. As Mohanty says in her
poem: “Letall boundaries be distant so we can
wander far in our unknowing.” #



