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T 16, WHILE WATCHINGa

potterat work at the Crafts

Emporium in Delhi, Rahul

umar was entranced with

theidea of “solid clay creating a void and
something that carries space”. A few
years later, he declared his intention to
pursue pottery asa profession. Though
supportive of histalent, his parents
pushed him toward amore traditional
pathinlife. In time, he attained both an
MBA and an MFA and climbed the corpo-
rateladder while simultaneously practic-
inghis craft. These varyinglife experienc-
esor“tensions” as he describes them, have
shaped his trajectory asa ceramist over
twodecades. Hisart, therefore, isa prod-
uctof dichotomies—the traditional and
themodern, the practical and the abstract,
the erudite and the commonplace,and
theimbibed and theimagined.

The Untold Resides Somewhere:
Assembling Fragments, his ongoing solo
exhibition of recent worksin clay, is
anaptrepresentation of these dichot-
omies. What does it mean to preserve
the discarded? The torn, the shattered,
thebroken. Doshards tellastory? Can
gibberish communicate—are few of
the questions the artist mentionsin his
exhibit statement. Walking through
the show, he explains further, “Broken
fragmentsare meant to be discarded
or thrown out. One only assembles
something of value. Irealised the irony
of thiswhile creating these works over
anumber of years. They were not made
tofitinto this concept, but theyall came
together seamlessly.”

Delhi-based Kumar, 47, has exhibited
hiswork in India and abroad, with nine
soloshows. Though clay hasalways
been the focal point of his work, he often
combines this medium creatively with
other ones.. After leaving the trappings
of his corporate careerin hislate 30s,
having promised himself to do so before
turning 40, he ventured into other
art-related fieldslike curationand art
journalism, both asa writer and editor.

Atfirst, Kumar did not distinguish
between the craft of pottery through
which vesselsare made and using clay as
amaterial to create art. Yet, the more he
practiced his own craft, the more he was

able to question the shackles imposed
onitby purists. “Iwould create some-
thing on the wheel butimmediately try
and alter or violate it because I had this
innate desire to put something of myself
in the work. That was the beginning

of my art practice in clay where Iwas
expressing myself through myworkina
very rudimentary way,” he says.

Asaresult, Kumarrevelsin breaking
the stereotypes cast on him with every
collection. Herecallsan international
exhibition organised at the India Habitat
Centre in Delhi a few years ago, where
he wasplaced next to Ray Meeker, a
renowned American Indian ceramist.
Concerned that his work would be
overshadowed by Meeker’s, which was
known for being overtly expressivein
form, finish and scale, Kumar decided
tocreate tiny pieces that demanded the
detailed attention of the viewer. Titled
Astronomically Small, this series laid the
foundation for hislove of oxymoronic
titlesas well as his drive to challenge how
people viewed his work.

Thereafter, toshake off theidea that
hemade only miniature pots, he pitched
alargeinstallation of vessels while apply-
ingfor the India Foundation for the Arts
grant, which were displayed as part of
the curated projectsat the India Art Fair.
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The work was later acquired by the Kiran
Nadar Museum of Art. Now, Kumar has
arrived ata comfortable median in terms
of scale. He worksalone in his studio,and
the scale of the works is determined by
hisability to produce them without help.
Therefore, he prefers to create smaller
works or those that can be combined
together to make works on alargerscale.

Kumar was also keen to experiment
with form. “For the initial years of my
artistic practice, I was still interested in
the form of the vessel. It can be very dif-
ficult for practitioners of certain kinds
of art, like ceramists and perhaps print-
makers, to break the mould. We get so
bogged down with what we have learnt
of the technique, because we have tak-
en time to masteritand feel committed
toit,even though it nolonger challeng-
esus. It becomes difficult to break out of
it,”hesays.

Yet, with his ongoing exhibition of
works, he has certainly broken away
from themould. Oneseesitin hisseries
titled Containin which he innovatively
uses clay and stoneware to create mis-
shapen cardboard boxes in earthy tones
and textures. These serve asreceptacles
of discarded fragments of paperand
other debris. Looking at their display
onashrine-like platform of ash brick,

“PURISTS WOULD CONSIDER CRACKS IN THE
CLAY A BIGMISTAKE,BUTILOVE THE CRACKS—
THEY ADD TO MY NARRATIVE.IFI'VE LEFT THEM
IN THE WORK, ITIS DELIBERATE. THISIS HOW
I’VE LIBERATED MYSELF FROM A TRADITIONAL
PRACTICE” Rahul Kumar artist
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one feelsan eerie sense of loss, and the
effort to preserve the importance once
attached to these torn sheafs of paper.
Theartistadds, “Collectingand holding
on to thingsthat should be thrown away
issuch an intrinsic part of ourlives.
Cardboard boxes, in particular, signify
transitions—of packing up and moving
on—buttheyarealso used for deep stor-
age. They protectand they contain.”

One also sees boxes, stuffed with
torn scraps, bursting at the seams
whilst attempting to contain their pre-
cious contents, in Boxed. Here, Kumar
creates three-dimensional containers
roughly the size of a tissue box which
are marred with cracks and burns. “Pur-
ists would consider cracksin the claya
big mistake, butIlove the cracks—they
add to my narrative. If I disapproved
ofthem,Iwouldreject them ortry to
change them. If I'veleft them in the
work, itis deliberate. Thisishow I've
liberated myself from a traditional
practice,” says Kumar.

which an entire section of the gallery

isdevoted, 42 squares made with
black orb-like structures adorn the floor.
Constructed in stoneware clay, each
square s created by squishing together
freshly made pots on a wheel. Together
they give the appearance of wreckage
thatis “seemingly placed in order but
crushed and introverted”. A commonal-
ity between Boxedand Matrixis the hint
of goldleaf used judiciously to signify
the precious nature of their cargo.

“Thisseries is completely different
from anythingI've done before but
itwasn’t envisioned as a single series.
I'made the first piece around seven
years ago,and I kept making different
piecesover time. I didn’t know how to
bring them togetherin atheme, but
through conversations with my mentor
and friend Roobina Karode, I was able
toshape theidea forit,” says Kumar.
A collector of beautiful things,and a
self-confessed hoarder, he findsit diffi-
culttodiscard objects, so they remain in
hishome for years. Thisfact along with
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anumber of external influences shaped
hisideasashe created these seemingly
disjointed works.

The differing professional roles
Kumar playsalsoinfluence hisart.
Exposure to architecture through his
roleasan editor ofanart, designand
architecture publication, plays outin
the series called Remains, which mimics
blueprints of sites yet to take shape, or
“perhaps an aftermath of what was.”
Through undulating forms filled with
cracks and crevasses, Kumar breathes
life to their flat clay surfaces. In
Assemblage,small pieces of pierced and
differently coloured clay are clumped
together, imitating architectural ele-
ments like wallsand windows. They are
displayed on astark black strip painted
onawall, making for an arresting image
and anillusion of the scale of the work
beinglarger thanitactuallyis.

Though much of hiswork in this ex-
hibition breaks the norm, Kumar doesn’t
discard the traditional form of the vessel
completely. It findsits way in the almost
textbook reference toa potter’stoolin
Protect, where he placesburnt and torn
fragmentsintoa potter’swheel’s thrown
form. Perhapsitis hisattempt to preserve
and cherish the kernel of his craft, just
asheseeksto preserve numerous other
fragmentsof hislife.

Kumar also explores abstract con-
cepts through Stackedand Sticks, which
consist of small blocks of clay pieced
togetherrandomly orin grids for the
viewer to find their own meaning—just
assometimes thingsare collectedina
haphazard manner while at other times,
they follow a particular order, placed one
ontop of another.

Alargesection of the exhibition is
influenced by textand the implied

meanings of words. Through aliteral
placement of writing on the wall,
Kumar’s I Have a Secret to Tellhighlights
theimportance of textin communica-
tion. Familiar-looking yet entirely con-
cocted charactersraise the question of
what it meansto say things while leaving
much unsaid.

Textalso playsabigrole in Kumar’s
experimental clay-on-paper works titled
Pages from my Diary. Here, he innova-
tively uses various kinds of clay to coat
papers that contain text and embellishes
them with other visual elements created
with ceramic pigments. The textis
visible but rendered completely illegible
through his stylistic process because
“theideaisnottoreadit”. For some of
these pieces, Kumar wrote with his eyes
closed in Hindi (alanguage he is familiar
with) and unfamiliar ones like Bangla,
Arabicand anancient text herecently
came across. Theidea wasto capture
whatever flowed from himin theact of
creating the work.

“Itisabout communicating by not
communicating... of preserving by
letting go, because the idea of preserving
something that hasnointrinsic value
isridiculous. Why would you keep
somethinglike thisin yourhome?” he
asks. Visually representing this query
isthestriking untitled piece made with
broken shards of pottery strung together
on three industrial wires, even as the
massive pile of debris they were picked
fromrests on the floor. Kumar felt that
inreassembling these delicate broken
pieces, he defined the essence of
The Untold Resides Somewhere.

He shares, “They once hada complete
form,and when they broke into shards,
theform changed. Just the act of stringing
these broken pieces together was danger-
ousbecause they have the potential to
wound one quite badly. But I wanted to
show whatitmeansto hold something
sodangerousand violent, sodeeplyin
ourmemory and notletitgo. Why dowe
finditsohardtojustmoveon?’m

The Untold Resides Somewhere:
Assembling Fragments by Rahul Kumar
runs at Exhibit 320, New Delhi, till April 28
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