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THROUGH THE APERTURE

A recent exhibition comprising the works of five artists spanning
generations delves into the facets of modernist achitecture and design
through a series of tableaux across various media

Taxt Htikhar Dadi

Thils sproad, and naxt The works by the fve arhists in Windows are based  altered not only the physcal forms of architecturs
puge: Landscape by Lubing on a deep awareness of modemist achitecture but alsa our relationship with the past Unlike our
e g and design. Anwat Jalal Shermza (b, 1928), Simyn  pramadam ancestors, we relate o historic built
et spsand, righ: Gill (b 1958, Lubna Chowdhary form only partally through lived axpenence; now,
Edgeiand Iby Lubna {b. 1964), Seher Shah (5. 1975), and Ayecha itis sty through the dutiful idea of ‘cultural
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Singh (b, 1930), have lived and worked
internationalyy; thewr caresrs span generations.
Brought tegether, thair work in diverss madis
mesonatis with each others' In unexpected ways,
and illuminates also how the presence — and
memary — of built farm has continued to shaps
and disturb tha imaginations of our individual and
shared bves, These artists know that human lives
are not Bved a5 abstractions; and that archiactural
awareness includes specificities, of past and
present. And of possible fuiures that might unfold
n duprising and unaxpechsd ways.

South and Southeast Asia have for millannia been
home ko heterogensdusly distinetive architectunes,
ranging from the humixe to the spectacular The
forces of modarnity over the past wo cenfunes
made naw imjactonias inevitabie, and these ke

aritage’, mediated through documentation,
preservatian, and museumisation.

Tha Isgacy of colonalism includas the adwant

of many new built forms, sean especialy in
institutional structures sudh as municipal buidings,
hospitals, and schools. This is not to say that
schools and hospitals did mot esdst in & pre-colonis!
past; rathar, that new styles, metamaonphic and
syncretic, wane bound fo develop. For exampie,

the Britsh in india arrived at & hybrid form of
architecture, ermed Indo-Sarecenic, which
inganiously combined alemants of diversa Indian
styles with Viclorian Gothic. Lrbanisation, and the
acceleration of whal comes under the: umbrella
termn of 'socisl chenge’, also resulled in new
marphological innovations such as the bungaloss,
the bamacks, and the apanment block.

Trese transiormations wers often permanent and
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lrge-scale, The development of Mew Delhias &
rese citty chuaring the early twentieth century was
truly manumenial s is ambstion and axecution,
And after mid-century decolonsation, spectaculas
srchifectural projects confinuod to ba buill — Louis
Kahn's massive parfiament bauilding and associated

strechures in Dhaka, and arhs celebrated
capibol complex desigred by Le SAET, SRrvVE
&5 iconic exemplars.

The Intarnational Style of architecture held
great sway for much of the twentiath cantury;
geographically (and Idedlegicaly) its spread

was perviasive. This was the promise: bringing
efficieney, hyglens, and affordabiliby fo larger

and larger publics. Plannng was paramount.

And evan though this utopian glow has faded
somewhat in recent decades, buildings of fhis
nature continue 1o proliferate. They take diverse
forms, which are sometimes geod, mostly bad, and
often ugly. Only occasionally see they canefully
designed by architects: for the most parl, they
are planned and erected haphazardly and with
progac [nditferencs, This overwhalimeng presence

of madam architeciure foday — even n ils
humdrum, nondescript forms — has been sevarally
consequantial

Firztly, the premodern past and lived mamores do
nat disappear in the geometric grd of modesnist
rationality — rather, they acquire now mtonsitios
and haunt tha comemporary imaginaton. The
relation between the studied neutrality of
modesnist architecture and an active sense of
the past iz often negoliated across passages
betwoen inside and cutside — thresholds,
winciows, doorways, and gates. it is prompted
sisa by the inhabiting of space by symbaolic matifs
and personal belongings. These memorny iriggers
nchude stylistc reliefs and ormamentation of
exderior facades, and the furnishing of intenor
spaces according 1o the personal and ecceniric
clivities of its inhabitants.

Bhatia has examinad his phenomenaon in
his wise and sardonic book, Punjabl Barogue}
Secandhy, inforrmaity of built form continues to
proliferats in South and Sautheast Asian cites,
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This spresd: from the

by Saher Shah, collage
on pa per, 2013
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Thils spread, top: feom
the series Capiiol
Covmpiex by Seher Shah,
collags on papar, 2013;
bottom: from the saries
Winsaws by Shmenym Gl
C-type photographs,
hand-printed, 2071/2077
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some of which are now among the lergest urban
cerless in the workd, Bult form is often inhabited
in unexpectod ways thal elude and even escape
rational planning. Fagades are adomead by
vamacular signags, interstitial spaces are squatted
upan By the less foriunate, and outdoor Spaces
are occupled by paddlers, Architectural pursts and
raticnal plannars mighl balk al these urwanted
encrustations, but the pulsating vitality of so many
dzian citias is imp'nsihh his imagirrn without thess
‘derviaong

Finally, despite iis intention of clearfy deleeating
inberior space from the outside, modem
architectune i ievitably tropicalised in the ragon
Destinchoms — petwesn nature and culture, and
batwean human #e lived in confined, planned
spaces and the pr'lnnrdlu] washfiaas outside — e
continually violated; and this only becames mare
evident with the passage of time. Thase breaches
creale an inbultive sense of one as part of a lager
ecology, inwhich fokage, insects, animals, and
humans inhabit overlapping spaces, rather than
occupying discreta and hermetic niches.

In all these ‘tompromised ways, bull structures
in South and Southoast Asta bear the potential

o give new mnspirations to the imagination, as il
shuftles betaean histone forme, modernis! purity
and informal reuse — and as it also mines familisl
and childhood memaries that have inhakbrbed
these spaces. Visual artists have long explored
these affects and phenomena by engaging with
what might be catled the veny grid of modemist
architecture The minimalist neutrality of
modemiam Rsalf provides a formal platform for
artists to examine these complesties. Agan, the
valoncas valuad hora mre as much in the massy
guofidian — a shard of broken glass? some
encroaching foliage? the stubborm memory of an
omamantsl detail?—as in abstract theones of living

Thits spresd: works by - PE—
Clackwiss Irom lop: Cily T : 2

Gate, intaglia [etching),

&2 x 49 an, 1961; EdWice, e - =4

Bquatie amd intagllo, e

0.8 x V6.5 om, 1958; Five ; o g g
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n modermn archteciyre, But let ihe argsts’ wark

speak, and ba dascribied, far i1alf

d Shemza in this
prided engagemant with
L i Lahare

et ol
1, Shemzas spare
les trachtion
afs Figure
he

sbjects and space are remem
ater — they are percaived as boing vivis
present, while also remaning impossibly distant

s & spare ine that traces
s i Hytarid Drawings. Her
1al amature suspended
s ey makifs

i, ey

Qi Iy 1n
of architechsa
Mughal, sacrad |
and brutalist styles

n South Asie but

Bese ol
that temptl the
tham, creating

the mamany of buill fo
character inwite

s ol The hollown

znd idenfitariar

contrast, n w5 she turns har cirr
outside towards these hollow window
s punched oul o

whiCh apoasr as rect

v shaow gmpses
abandoned structures, and folia
aphs, one sees the jul keginning 1o
m outside often
vindow rectangle

1 SOmE

sctural

micdedn life.

Saher Shahs work navigates tha mamy

iond af personal &nd histonical collectye
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constructions. In the Flatlands digwing seties,
Shah deploys repetitive minimalist lines to
dermarcate ground, ageinst which architectural
forms such as walls and columns emerge, The
muttiphe hosizontal lines are bracketed by isometric
volumes and scomed with an intermitbent mark-
miaking composed of small vedical arcs and lines.
These vokenes and marks stiate the picture plane,

her Capitol Compiex collages, the artist rewarks
mmmummmmu;mdgm
i Shah mxtracts preciza photographic
fragmestis of the repetitve geomatrios from
the concrete fagades. They are then rotated,
recombined, and reframed into new geometric
consieliations
Lubrna Chowdhary Brings her considarable
mhmhhmnﬂ#md wioirks.
is & sefies of flat shapes arayed on
shelves, and glazed with colows and finish that
recall mid-century architectural ceramics, The
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shapes are reminiscent of silhowsttes of industrial
structures or parts of & machine. Howsver, e
subtie skewness of their outlines and their
mpetitve but slightly iInegular patterns and colours
niroduce a sense of levity, as if they were objects
that hever bebweon the arena of work and the
realm of plap The Landcape serles also displeys
this sensibility. Here the 30 objects ae defined
by curviinesas sculpbural contours, scored with
repetitve patterns, and finished in subdued colows
They reference architecturad models of modernist
and industrial £, the now-retro design of
from the mid-twentieth cenbury, and
utilitarian machine parts, Arraped haricontally
clustered groups, they alio recall city skylines.
m&hhHMnmﬂw

: i
confinues o shape the way we view the workd
anound us, &




