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This issue is dedicated to the idea of
layers and unearthinglayersinourlives,
our cities, and the objects we build to
negotiate life and the world. The key
motif hereisthe kaavad—the traveling
shrine, the story-telling box, the
folding-unfolding collection of doors,
the sense of opening and closing,
unraveling and reading, telling and
sharing. The idea of Layers is all of this
— it is the sense of expectation and
wonder, closing and preserving. Archi-
tecture for Domus is the excuse to
explore the vast varieties of life and the
world we live in. How do we make sense
of the world we live in, and our handle
here is the idea and history of design.
Design, architecture, space — all the
mediums and words we work with have
reached muddled states of being. And
the task now is to recover — to recover,
tounderstand some sense of an umbili-
cal state through the sense ofits contem-
porary struggles for survival ordismant-
ling. The best site for these explorations
today remain the arenas of practice;
many attemptingresearch and investi-
gation are not successful exceptin some
small proportions, or we have very
few explorations that lend themselves
toresearch and theideaof investigation.
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Tountangle the knot of the contem-
porary, forms of research and investi-
gation are necessary to understand,
but also firstlearn. Practice is the site
of response, andreaction, thinkingand
acting, and that needs to be explored
further. Writing, measuring, curating,
teaching, are all forms that are
essentially modes of opening and
reading the kaavad of practice; the
kaavadis visible, you can hold it, you
cantechnicallyunderstandit, youcan
visuallyenjoyit and discernits capaci-
ties to convey a story, but how do we
understand it as an object that stands
at the cusp of design and culture? It is
here that processesof investigationand
research will begin, and begin on the
difficult task of working with ideas as
definitions and definitions as ideas.
The shape of questions, and the layers
of sub-questions within, will be the chal-
lenge for research and intellectual in-
vestigation. These layers may shift, or
some may momentarily stand in focus,
and soon after, recede. In such a situa-
tion of shifting layers, research and
pedagogy, writing and curating has to
be located.

Practice cannot be understood outside the context of
layered histories — another area that is most poorly
researched and investigated in architecture, and
practically absent where Space is concerned, or
Designisdiscussed. Historyasasite of debated layers,
or apractice of working withlayersthat are constantly
being shaped evenin time-past asmuch asin time-pre-
sent, is something that practice of architecture and
design, space-articulating and building-compiling
has yet to thoroughly engage with and hold a long-
standing conversation with. All forms of design and
ideas of research work with layers of investigation but
the protocols for design and the protocols for practice
are very varied and essentially so. This makes both
arenas — of practice and research — wvaluable
independentlyin the way they discern or make available
forcritical reading, the nature of architecture, the life
of design, and the aspects of space that essentially
articulate the world around us and the way we make
some sense of it, and deal with it through the politics
of everyday life.
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AManof the Crowd

Inarecent exhibition,graphic designer and artist Sameer
Kulavoor brings tolife the flat grey surface of the canvas with
faceless humanfiguresinvibrant, eye-catching hues. These
are ubiquitous, often mundane characters one comes
acrossineveryday life,yet appearto have fascinating
narratives about them

Text by Kaiwan Mehta

38 Art The streetas canvas

Sameer Kulavoor paints the
anatomy of a street. The street here
in these images is a collection of
people and activities and nothing
more—thereisnoarchitecture, there
isnourban geography, nopavements,
nokerb,nosteps ordoorsofbuildings
or shops, absolutelynothing. Andyet
thereistheintricate world of inside
and outside, the urban and the
interior, the shop and the home, the
office and the construction site —all
there — all out there on the street.
Andyetnoneof them arethere tostay
—they are all on the move — a sense
of perpetual ‘on-the-go’which keeps
the frames of all the works seem like
aslice oranextract from a seamless
spread of reality; and literally make
the frames’ sides feel like they are
‘onthe edge’.

Kulavoor’sworld hasbeen acollec-
tion of many graphic ideas and
memories-fromhisworkandjobat
MTYV studio to makingbooks, sketch-
ingstreets and making posters. There
isnow, in his present work, asudden
surge of memories that seem to be
emerginginthe form of nearreal-life
miniature drawings and painted
images of people; objectsashandled
by people; and the activities that

people are always consciously or
otherwise involved in or performing.
Every walkeris in between the self
of perpetual action — functional
action of going somewhere, reaching
a destination, doing something,
sellingthings, sweeping, something
of necessary purpose and the sense
of adestination —at the same time,
they are all also as if existing in an
unreal world where no one is
conscious of all the others in that
crowd, yet negotiating a crowd. This
sense of being in the crowd and yet
being absorbed in one’s own self
world isthe perpetual state ofbeing
in most of these works by Kulavoor.

The street, crowd, and world in
Kulavoor’simagesis anever-ending
experience;itextendsinalldirections
of space equally and has a sense of
being continuous in time as well,
until disturbed otherwise. The
activities are from all kinds of time
comingled in this expanse of crowd
andstreet—activities of the morning
andthenight, activities of relaxation
and rush, ofhard work and strolling
-someone is relaxing on that hard
pavedroadasifsittinginthe garden,
while a policeman-like figure is ges-
turing order and direction with his
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stick or baton to an empty space
where traffic or arush of people may
havejust passed by or will enter soon,
and someone is doing yoga very dili-
gentlywhileothersare tryingtoreach
somewhere, or maybe run away from
something or someone. What time of
the day is in these frames? It is
chaotichereinthese edgy frames of
Kulavoor - but everybody inside it
seems most at peace with themselves,
and there is a sense of calm you
experience as you sit across every
frame and watch it, look at it with
patience, checkingout afigure here

and anotherthere, and the next one
nearby, and then the other one across
there, and you keep meeting one
man after another, one person
after another,one woman, one char-
acterafteranotheronthe street. The
crowd becomes familiar — but
continues to be the crowd.

Our hyper-connected lives are
always floating in crowds and swarms
of people — family and friends,
neighbours and hawkers, in the
local bus and in the mall, the news-
papers and television news channels
-itis aworld of hyper-people. The

crowd of strangers has been an
important mode through which the
modern and modern-urban world
has been understood. Ourlives are
surrounded by strangers —a crowd
of strangers, amongst whom we live
and work,and we even recognise them
occasionally, or identify with them
attimes, in particular contexts —but
the self and the stranger continue
within a relationship always that
persistsbetween stranger-liness and
levels of familiarity. How do we see
ourselves theninthis constant state
of rush and rest? How do we

recognise our world and what we do
inside here while we stand amongst
strangers who are possibly in the
same state of question and action?
The strangers in the crowds of
Kulavoorstreets are characters-like
outofafictionorfilm,abook orajoke
—theyare somewhere recognisable,
but also escaping my gaping eyes,
and my staring mind. I want to look
at people and make conversation with
myeyes-askthemiftheyhadbreak-
fast today, what did they eat, did
they fight with their wives, is her
boyfriend an ass, are you stressed
about work today - all the same just
like I am thinking about questions
thismorning, alljustlikeIam think-
ing this sultry evening?!! I want to
make the crowd of strangers my own,
follow the man like Edgar Allan Poe
did his ‘man of the crowd, in
the short story he wrote with that
title “A Man of the Crowd”. But
Kulavoor can actually follow every
singleman, and woman, and plastic
bag,and shoe, and grille, and plasma
television, inthe crowd -he wantsto
follow everyone’s story and with him
he helps the crowds and strangers
in his audiences, his viewers
emerging from crowds, also follow
them - those characters in his
frames, all of them. As the viewer,
you emerge from the crowd on the
street into the studio or the gallery
and follow again the crowd you left
outside - did they all follow you and
get stuck orpainted in those edgeless
frames? And if you entered

Kulavoor’s studio or my house you
would enter another crowd -acrowd
of collected objects, painstakingly
collected pieces of shapes, material,
memory, curios, notes, cups, bottles,
awhole crowd things that make our
interior worlds. On the street it is
crowds of people, and inside our
private spacesitis crowds of things.

Kulavoor paints and brings inside
our occupied world crowds of people
and collection of things. Thereisthen
that strain between purposefulness
and purposelessness. While
someone is looking busy going
somewhere, or cleaning a mess on
the street, or controlling traffic, or
carrying goods —there are those who
arelazingin the midst of abusyroad
asifloungingin the shade of aleafy
park,orstrollingaimlessly,loitering
for the sake of walking - are these
people mad? Carrying a block of
concrete on one’s head and walking
- to where? For what? A chair, a
cricket bat, or three bricks - these
arejust left on the street -who did
that?Iseveryone useful and charged
by the necessity of some action or
work? Or are there somejust fooling
around and teasing the world - are
there madmen and jesters also,
teasing the world in their own tongue-
in-cheek way, asking rude questions
to people who think they are
purposeful in a world of aimless
strangers? Are there madmen
anymore anyway on the streets? Or
have we sanitised the world somuch
that there is no more ambiguity, no
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more doubt, no more jest, no more
song and dance that asks questions
about life and being, work and mind
tothe crowd onthe street? Madness,
chaos, and peace somehow hope to
exist side-by-side within Kulavoor’s
images; but it takes the viewer tobe
oneinthat crowd, allow the stranger
and the madman to challenge
yourbeing and willful self, tobe able
to recognise the tussle between
madness and peace.

There is a robot in the crowd,
Nemo too, someone beatingup some-
one, while the guy next to them is
busyin selfie-mode, while somewhere
else someoneislightingacigarette,
protesting (apparentlyalone) against
something (if at all anyone is
listening tohim), playing the guitar
next to a smashed lotus flower,
making an announcement to an
invisible crowd of listeners or
passers-by, a crumpled ruled page
out of a school notebook, and blue-
white slipper... there are many
things here and everywhere that be-
long to many locations - street,
railway station, office department,
home, playground, living room,
classroom maybe too. The inside
spaces and rooms are somehow here
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on the streets, without walls, just
containing the objects and activities
theyhold. Theimages are evident of
some space that is the road and the
street and in an open-to-sky and-light
area, yet in many ways that is only
an assumption. Often the spaces and
objectsbetween the charactershere,
or the mannerism of the character
is that of a private and personal
location - either a private moment
carved out while in public, orhaving
lost sense of being in public, or
actuallybeinginside somewhere but
all the walls have vanished and
everyone if exposed to everyone,
onlythingis, they donot realise that.

The classical binary of the inside
and the outside, the sane and the
insane, the purposeful and the
loitering, the self and the other, all
come into question as you move from
one frame to another making
friendships, or at least hoping and
trying to make friends with each of
the characters in the frames. The
bedroom grille, the painting for the
living room, the witness box of the
courtroom, are all exposed on the
wide-open street, suddenlybelonging
toeverybody, and open to everyone’s
imagination. Inthe paintings of many
artists such as Sudhir Patwardhan
or Gieve Patel or Atul Dodiya, or the
work of graphic novelist Sarnath
Banerjee, ageography of objects and
material thingsbuild up anarrative
of this struggle between the self and
the other, the insider and the
external world, the person herself
and the crowd; in the work of Kulavoor
the narrative is outside the frame,
ithasescaped and he asanartist has
not wanted it within the frame.
These narratives are what the
viewer collects, catches, grabs, just
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astheykeepfalling off the edge orslip
out — because the viewer is the
stranger inthe crowd of these frames,
and s/he wants to be there in the
crowd, not alone —ormaybe sometime
be in the crowd not as a stranger,
not as a madman, but as a
lonesome wanderer.

The viewer and the artist hold
these crowds in their narrative
realities and imagined collectives.
In describing the crowd through
characters, and through their objects
of Dbelonging, their material
world of grilles and selfies, there
is a deciphering of the realities
we co-mingle with in our daily
lives. Therenolongerisaseparation
of the self and the other, the
personal and the stranger, the space

and the crowd, thelocation of inside
and outside. All is but one endless
crowd of strangers and madmen,
one endless script of ever-expanding
streets and roads - smooth and
not dugup, clean, nearly ephemeral
rather than rude, dusty, and
real. Kulavoor’s painted miniatures
are like magic mirrors showing
you split-and-collected environ-
ments of people and things - a
kaleidoscope of disentangled
crowds and future memories.

A Man of the Crowd by Sameer Kulavoor was
ondisplay at TARQ, Mumbai from 16 March to
26 April 2018. The text and photographs in
this feature have been published with the
permission of the gallery.

All photographs courtesy TARQ.




