
70 www.timeoutdelhi.net May 25 – June 7 2012

A
rt

Celebrating books is in vogue. 
Websites, films and books dedi
cated to books seem to be every
where. Artist Banoo Batliboi’s 
tribute is to give forgotten books 
a new lease of life by transform
ing them into sculptures. Her 
sculptures in the group exhibition 

Collective Narratives have been 
crafted from 30yearold, 22carat 
embos sed, leatherbound books 
from the Franklin Library Series 
that Batliboi found at a clearance 
sale in Mumbai. A former fitness 
instructor, Batliboi, 52, switched 
professions two years ago after 
she saw a book sculpture during  
a visit to Milan. She spoke to 
Sonam Joshi about making art 
from books.

How do you go about making a 
book sculpture?
I work with old books that are being 
sold on the footpath, which have 
gone through their lives as books. 
It’s the visual, tactile qualities of 
the book which matter. They need 
to have a strong binding; the pages 
have to have a certain thickness 
and an ability to fold. I normally 
work with hard cover, because 
I use the cover of the book as a 
stand that opens out and then 
the pages fan out in front of you.  

Their form is achieved through very 
precise folding – there is no cutting 
and pasting at all. 

What are the reasons for the 
recent popularity of book art?
Internationally, there is a whole 
field of altered book art. Book 
artists such as Su Blackwell and 
Brian Dettmer use the book as a 
raw material or a starting point to 
add their own influences to create 
a work of art. Some of them paint 
on the book, some of them cut 
elaborate scenes and some of 
them stack them up high. As any 
other artist would use paper and 
paint and canvas, these people 
use books and tools. It’s actually 
a small group, and quite unusual. 
In the Western world, there are so 
many old books that people don’t 
need anymore and they actually 
go to be recycled or they go into 
landfills. This is a kind of recycling 
or upcycling of objects beyond 
their life to create something new.

How do you negotiate the 
cultural and social values 
surrounding books?
In India, we are brought up to 
venerate books. They represent 
knowledge so we never touch 
our feet with books or disrespect 
books. The books that I go for 
are transient – lightweight fiction 
titles, which are throwaway  
books. I would not hurt a book  
that was rare or had certain 
sensitive subject matter. Also, 
today know ledge comes to us  
in so many different ways and 
channels that I can make the 
separation between a book and 
getting knowledge. When we grew 
up, the book was the only symbol 
there was for knowledge. Now, 
books are being viewed differently. 

Three Questions with... Banoo Batliboi

Collective Narratives is 
ongoing at The Aman. See 
Exhibitions.

Wala presents new ways of 
experiencing performance art, 
reports Sonam Joshi.

In September 2010, when most 
of Central Delhi was in the throes 
of a frenzied makeover before the 
Commonwealth Games, Kachra 
Seth made his first appearance, 
dressed as a Mughal emperor in 
pearls and brocaded finery. With a 
mirror and a lotus in each hand, he 
walked through an unlikely site: a 
rainflooded garbage dump located 
between two slums inhabited by 
ragpickers in Seemapuri, a border 
locality between Delhi and Ghazia
bad. Eventually, he abruptly fled  
the scene. 

The performance by Delhibased 
art collective Wala inaugurated the 
fictional character Kachra Seth to 
explore different aspects of the 
city. Said Akansha Rastogi, a cura
tor at the Kiran Nadar Museum of 
Art, “He was a contrast to the sur
roundings and became the site on 
which everyone’s desires were per
formed, with the people from the 
neighbourhood making their own 
narratives from [the performance].” 
Rastogi, along with artists Parib
artana Mohanty and Sujit Mallick 
(who performs Seth) comprise the 
Wala team. The trio came together 
in 2009 and took their name from 

the common Hindi suffix. “It’s a way 
of associating yourself with differ
ent ways of belonging and becom
ing something else,” Rastogi said.

At the heart of Wala’s work is 
an attempt to engage with the city, 
its peripheries and centre. This 
interest stems partly from their 
involvement in different editions of 
Sarai’s City as Studio programme, 
and partly from the fact that all 
three came to Delhi to study. The 
Seemapuri performance earned 
them a grant from the Foundation 
for Indian Contemporary Art last 
year, which enables them to hold 
five performances over 2012. 
The first event in the performance 
series “Kachra Seth’s Observa
tory”, was held in January. Wala 
invited participants to walk with 
them from the National Museum 
to the National Gallery of Modern 
Art, using the distance between the 
two to evoke questions about art 
institutions and the city. The walk 
began with Mallick disrobing and 
discarding the persona of Kachra 
Seth in front of the National Muse
um, and ended with the trio making 
another sudden exit. “In a public 
art project, the artist’s agency and 
intention becomes so important 
that it becomes a burden,” Rastogi 
explained. “Our practice is to make 

an exit, so it’s independent. You ini
tiate the event and it moves on.” 

These themes also indicate a 
desire to alter several conventions 
of performance art, and focus 
its experiential and participatory 
elements, rather than being 
shocking and provocative. In this 
fortnight’s performance, Kachra 
Seth won’t be appearing at all. 
Instead, Wala will use the format 
of the guided urban tour by taking 
participants on a journey on the 
yellow line of the Delhi Metro, 
from Central Secretariat to HUDA 
City Centre, creating “historical 
fictions” along the way. “Delhi is 

very interesting to us because 
it works as a time machine,” 
Mohanty said. Simultaneously, 
they hope to challenge an accepted 
convention of the performance 
genre. “Too often the performance 
can become tied to the body of the 
performer – we are trying to liberate 
it from the body or an individual 
figure,” Rastogi said.

Transporting performance

Wala’s Metro Adventures: 
A Guided Tour is on Sun May 
27 at the Central Secretariat 
Metro station. See Events.

Runner’s up (From left) Sujit Mallick, Paribartana Mohanty and Akansha 
Rastogi  during the performance “Narcissist in the Mirror Shop”
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