DRESSED
TO KILL

The Devi Art Foundation has
changed the face of the
contemporary Indian art world.
Does it matter if it didn’t look its
best on opening night? asks
Zehra Jumabhoy.

“TTS THE PARTY OF THE DECADE!" | HEARD A GLEEFUL INVITEE
sy at the opening of the Devi Art Foundation in Gurgoan on the 30th of
August And, to risk sounding like Vogiee, we have to admit the biunch of
India’s first muscum of contemporary Indian ant - founded by collector
Anupam Poddar, designed by architect Aniket Bhagwat and spanning
7500 square feet - is something worth celebrating,

Apart from his Livish parties, Poddar is known for his mmbling Delhi
Firmhouse stuffed with exciting (and very saughry) installations, amongst
which Sudarstian Shetty’s metal dinosaur doing unmentionable things 1o
3 cream-hued Jaguar is 3 happy camper. The collector appears to cmbody
just the =ont of ‘passion for an’” to make Dovi's anistic adveniures wonh
staving tuned for. Given that “The Lekha and Anupam Poddar Collection
taccumulated by Poddar and his mother, Lekha) is allegedly some 2000
anworks strong = and we only saw works by 25 aruists ar the inaugurl
exhibition - there is a lot more o watch out lor

One thing is for sure: if we were counting on governmental suppon
to =3 a contemporary muscum. we would still be whistling in the wind

- or fecling annoyed @1 the misguided upshot, (When was the last time

Bharti Kher. The Hunter Avd Toe Propbes, Archival degital Gprint 300 5 457, 2004, anvone visited Mumbai's NGMA with anything resembling delight®) It is

just as well that § peivare initiacve wok matters into its own hands
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Anvin Themas. 057 Adeet. Print on Archival paper. 517 x 357, 2006,

Apant from artwork, Devi is also brimming over with Poddar’s ool
intcntions:* Regandiess of all of this buying/sclling at inflated prices and lack
of transparency, the bigger point 5 to ensure that the there are discussions
about individual arworks, curmtion and exhibition design. 1 want the

Foundation to stand for all of these discourses” he assures us,

S, dhid Devit's farst offering, Seffl Moving Inage curated by Decksha Nath
(from the 31st of August o the 2ad of November) fulfil this promisc?

According vo Nath, she chose her tricky lintle tithe because it refers 1o two
Ihings: in the first instance [this]) 5 an exhibition of photegraphy and video
works and sccondly it is an examinarion of mages that move us"The show -
it contained a few sculptural insuallanons (like Susanto Mandal's mysterious
bubbleproducing offerings) thrown in for good measure - was meant 1o
display the pivotal part visual duta plays in defining contemporary society,

Special Report

The result was a wide-ranging show - which included evervihing from
Ranbir Kalcka's lvrical video-installation Mawn with Cockerel 2 (2004) - list
cncountered projected over Poddar’s massive bath-tub - to 2 suggestive
video by Mithu Scn, Breathing zoomed in on a thatch of pubiclooking
hair). Also on display- in all its annoving obviousness - was Madbarchodo
by Valay Shende (in order to show us all how Indian women are treated like
doormats, Shende thought it would be a good idea 1o focus on dirty mars,
inscribed with the fices of women, ving unsuspectingly outside people's
homes )

In Gace, Stiff Movferg Image’s scape was so broad, that it saw lots of mini-
themes - and many indifferent artworks = lurking under the umbrella of its
overarching idea. Some of the ones, Nath signposted being:*identity and how
it is constructed”, "an examination of ... globalization in Indi (odyy”™ and
"finally the honest documentation of the present.”
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‘Special Report]

The upside of Nath's inclusive approach was
that we got (o see some goodics from Poddar’s
hoard - like Nalini Malani's famous video-
installation Kemsernbering Toba Tek Singh (1998)
and Sonia Khurna's disturbing discussion of race
and gender in Tantra, where the features of a
black man became confused with close-ups of
female genitalia,

As we meandered through the display, some
of the works seemed well-placed 0 generate
interesting constellations of meaning. Like a
room where the videos, photographs and
sculptures from Atul Bhalla's Mashl (2006)
were paired with Rameshwar Broota's video
The Begly (2006), where a human torso looks

like a picce of meat hanging at a buicher's, The
section served 1o remind us that while both
Bhalla and Broets speak about the body in their
ocuvre, Lheir ideological standpoeints have
nothing in common. In Broota's art, human
figurcs arc invariably ircared as impersonal
stand-ins for Everyman, but Bhallas work is
alwiys acutely conscious of the socio-political
context of the bodv. Mashk, for instance,
documented the process of halal-ing meat, a
method  he Qurcshi
community in Old Delhi, which is filled with
sociological significance,

learned  from  the
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Nath saw her curatonial function as an
openedended  dialogue: she wanted o tread
carelully and et audiences think for themselves:
“Itis uni<limensional to sinuate cach work firmly
and sguarely within 2 context. To even speak of 2
context is to destroy the many possibilities of an
artwork,” she explained in her write-up. Bur, if
being sensitive abom not *precluding the other
imenitions of @i artist” Is noble; it shouldn't he
comfused with leaving viewers to trawl through
so many different types of art that the onus of
finding connecting links falls squarely on our
sagging shoulders, Which was, unfortunately,
exactly what we fele ar S0l Moving fmage Surcly,

ane of the chief jovs of visiting a group show is

discovering what the curitor thinks - cven if (or

especially if) we don't agree?

Just as Sl Moving brrage provided us with
morsels w munch on regarding the role of a
curator (admittedly, more tit-bits than we were
looking for in this direction), the opening of Devi
threw up pressing questions abowt the role of a
collector too = especially timely given the
number of dealers masquerading under this tile
in India at the moment.

Devi Art Foundition i5 3 not-for-profit
initiative. Poddiie conlesses:*1 think my role as a

Essus

oollector Cchanged when 1 decided 1o open the
Foundation. To have curated exhibitions, which
use vour collection as a lodestone, raises the har
for you as a collector™ For Poddar, 3 collection -
even one for a Muscum - is always going 1o be
about persomal waste: T am really not concerned
about being as inclusive as possible... My view,
based on seeing many other private collections, is
that strong collections are definitely based on the
collector’s personality and raste”

We could of course angue that St Meving
Tinnaige was less successful than expected because
it wasn't stocked with the funandflashy
installations we've Come to associate with Poddar
(think Subodh Gupta's vast silvertinsel pompom

Mithu Sen. Britbing, Video
3 mins 18 spos. H06,

or his delectably  pink,
meandering  instead  into

fibreglass cow) -
video am that is
representative of whmt the voungest generation
of ‘tlent” is up to.

But such quilsbles aside, the more perminemt
question is whether owning a private museum
(especially the onlv one in Indiay will hestow
Pouddar with a huge amount of power. Might he
be wempted to abuse ¥ Podder thinks noc “1
think the Foundation has value as a model which
can be emulated by others. If the Foundation
makges W do that, T will be coment,”
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