ART FORALL

Business tycoon Ajay Piramal has an ambitious plan to share his
staggering art collection with Mumbai’s public, writes Pavan Lall

eisbest known for
havingbuiltareal
estateand financial
services
conglomerate.
Butwhat’sbeen
preoccupyingbillionaire
Ajay Piramal overthelast few years has
preciouslittle todowith business or
market capitalisation. Exactly what?

The democratisation of art appreciation.

And how? By leveraging building spaces
inordertoshow art for free. “My
personal objective is tospend time and
efforttosetup artexhibitions driven by
themes, displayed inaccessible spaces
and opento people from allstrata of
society,” hesays.

InNovember 2015, the Piramal
Museum of Art opened tothe publicin

Mumbai therehvconvertinewhat was
pMumoal, tneregy converung winat was

oneman’s hobby into a platform for
sharingart withsociety at large. Spread
acrossthe 6,000 sq ftground floor
atriumof Piramal Tower inthecity’s
Lower Parel neighbourhood, it wasthe
firstmuseum ofits kind, showcasing
works from Piramal’s private collection
aswell as those of other collectors and
museums. Justtwo and ahalfyears
later, the concept has proliferated, with
artwork from Piramal’s vast collection

having foundits wayinto five more
locations acrossthe city, driven by the
same philosophy.

The new galleries are spread across
thecity,and are housed in both
residential and corporatecomplexes
promoted by the Piramal group. They
include the Piramal Museum of Art
Byculla Gallery, located at Piramal
Aranya; the Piramal Museum of Art
KurlaGallery, located at Piramal
Anantain Agastya Corporate Parkin
Kurla; two separate galleries planned
for Piramal Revantain Mulund and an
upcomingbuildingthere;andoneina
future project in Mahalaxmi. Artists
whose works are displayed are
heavyweights: M F Husain, Krishen
Khanna, AR Chughtai, VS Gaitonde,

S HRaza, F N Souza, Bhupen Khakhar,

Titigh KWallat NikhilChonra Aii VN
oIS Kauay, NiKL LAaopra, Aji VN,

K G Subramanyan, Meera Mukherjee
and many others.

While the five listed are planned as
galleries, Piramal Vaikunthin Thaneis
alsohometothe Piramal Art Residency
programme. The fully-funded art
programme by Piramal Realty
encourages youngartiststo put their
easelsupforamonthinstudiospaces
that they may not otherwise have access
to. The residency also features laundry

services, accommodation, mealsand
landscaped gardens.

Given his present intent, Piramal can
only laugh as herecalls his cavalier
attitude toartasachild. Whenhewas
younger, hesays, “Art classes werethe
time we would take it easy and fool
around.” Anartteacher would chalkout
something ontheblackboard and
studentswould copy it asbest they
could. It wasn’tart appreciation or
educationinthe truestsense, one
which could helpstudents widen their
sensibilitiesand understand the process
and history behind works. The
unenlightened attitude he encountered
asachild may help explain why his
current mission istosee more and more
youngpeople across diverse
backgroundsaccess masterworks in

gnacesthat are not restricted tothewell-
spacestnatare notrestrictecGtctneweinr

heeled. “One must keepin mind that
mostartists have come fromnothing,”
headds.

istorically, government-funded

museums have done alessthan
stellarjob of actingascustodians of the
country’sfinest works (though things
are changingslowly at some venues).
Private ventures can take offfasterand
exercise better controlover the quality of



exhibits, theambience and, crucially,
maintenance. Therole of corporate
housesinsupporting such venturesisn’t
new. In Kolkata, industrialist Basant
Kumar Birlaand his wife Sarla, both
seriousart collectors, established the
Birla Academy of Art & Culture in1967.

Buttherise of the private museum
hasbeenslowto gather momentum. In
2009, the Dashrath Patel Museum came
intobeingin Alibagh after the ideawas
proposed by Pinakin Patel, founderof
interiordesign and architecture firm
Pinakin Design, and later curated by
Dashrath Patel’s friend and art critic
Sadanand Menon. Anupam Poddarand
hismother LekhaPoddar turned over
their collection tothe Devi Art
Foundation, amuseumset upin2008in
Gurugram under their non-profit of the
same name. Later,in2011, the Kiran
Nadar Museum of Art opened withan
18,000 sq ft spaceata Delhimall,
featuringleading namesin 20th-
century Indian art.

Otherindustrialists, including Harsh
Goenkaand the Jindals of JSW Group,
haveexpressed interestin taking their
artcollectionstothe public but their
plansare yet to fructify. SangitaJindal,
chairperson ofthe JSW Foundation,
saysshe’slooking for alarge facility —
between 25,000 and 30,000 sq ft —in
Mumbai’s historic Ballard Estateand
KalaGhodaareas, hardtocomebyina
city notoriousfor beingtight on space.
Private museumsin Indiaare still
nascent largely onaccountof alack of
the right space, says Jindal. Kiran Nadar,
founder and chairperson of the Kiran
Nadar Museum of Art, has alsobeen
hard-pressed tofind the right venuein
New Delhi for a private museum where
she would like to showcase works from
her5,000-strongart collection. “My
installationsare large,andI'd needa
150,000sq ftfacility overacouple of
acresoflandtopresentthem,” sheadds.
“Land and permissionsare anissue right
now.” Nadarisdetermined, though,to
eventually get her museumup and
runningeven if it means making minor
compromisesalongthe way.

P iramal’sambitious project, however,
isradicallydifferent. “He’stakingart
toyour neighbourhood,” says Ashvin
Rajagopalan, director ofthe Piramal Art
Foundation, addingthat the exhibitions
scattered acrossthe city withanongoing
frequency could draw more attention
from its own neighbouring ecosystems.
Atleastinsome measure, theideais
based onthe UK’s Tate Museummodel,
whichisone museum structured across
fourdifferentlocations thatinclude the
Tate Modern, Tate Britain, Tate
Liverpooland Tate St Ives.

Piramal says more galleries will
follow as Piramal Realty continuesto
develop residential and commercial
propertiesacross Mumbai, which have
publicspacessuchasalandingarea,
lobbies and hall-rooms, aswell asshow
flats. Butwould it nothave been easier to
justbuyor build adedicated museum
spaceinstead of taking the cluster
approach?Rajagopalansaysthat that
would beimpractical fortwo reasons.
Buyingabuilding or piece ofland inthe
city centre would runintohundreds of
croresof rupees. “Second, any one
facility in Mumbai would end up
isolating visitors fromother zip codes.”

Would residents of Nariman Pointin
Mumbai, forinstance, travel an hour
and ahalfto Thanetoseeart?

The artfraternity givesthe initiative
athumbs-up. Kishore Singh, director of
the Delhi Art Gallery, saysthatthe
culture of modern museumsisbeing
drivenby private philanthropy and that
thisisjustthestart of what could come in
the future. “The outlay for buildings,
professionalsand the right ambience at
theright scaleishigh, especially when
one considers thatit’'stobe created for
posterity,” Singh says. The costs also

worksare outstandingand some are
perhapslessso,” remarks Piramal. Raza
isafavourite, asare Souza’s cityscapes.
Likewise Manjit Bawa, but he stays away
fromtheartist’s “lion figures with sharp
teeth”. Piramal won’t buy work that he
interpretsasmacabre or having darker
themes, nomatter how accomplished or
well-knowntheartist. Bikash
Bhattacharya, forinstance, was
renowned for hisdepictions of soulsin
torment, headlessmen and aseries that
included prostitutes. The Bhattacharya
that Piramal ownsis of Kolkata’s

size of the spaces, the
accesstolocal

worldischanging asart
moves fromtraditional
buildingsto

unconventional, public
venues. In that vein, the
Piramal Museum of Art
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neighbourhoodsand oninvestment later
the multiplelocations.”  Go04 artists also have bad
Singhalsoagrees phases: focus on their best
thatthe very definition
» Bankonthe pros: curators, art
of museumsacrossthe

historians, gallery directors

Dig deepand explore the
cycles ofan artist's career

Buyart with genuine stories
behindthem
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artists who consistently
reinvented himself,
fromthe 1940suptothe
2000s, and Piramal
made it apoint tocollect
Razasthatspannedthe
decades. “We collected
work from various
turning pointsinhis
[Raza’s]life thattook
him toKashmir, Paris,
the Cubist phase he

redefinesthe concept of

wentthrough and so
on,” Piramal says. “We

whatamuseumisin contextto Mumbai
asacity. The JayaHe GVK New
Museum at the Chattrapati Shivaji
International Airport in Mumbai
attempts asimilarthingby displaying
piecesthat range from antiquities to
contemporary works.

owhere doesthe artwork for

Piramal’s multiple locationscome
from?One avenue isthrough
collaborations, such as the upcoming
exhibitof worksby SHRazain
association with the Chhatrapati Shivaji
MaharajVastu Sangrahalaya (CSMVS)in
Mumbai. Butthe bulkof it isonloan
from Piramal’s own private collection,
whichisestimated toinclude atleast
4,000 paintings, sculptures,
installationsand art objectsand which
hasbeencurated by him and histeam
overtheyearswithafocusonquality
backed by personal choice. Piramal
himselfstarted collecting artinearnest
in2009, whenNitinNohria, dean ofthe
Harvard Business School and also his
advisor, suggested itasaway toenhance
hisasset base while sharingsomething
with the community.

What does Piramal look for when
collecting art? “Ipersonally don’t like
certainkinds ofart. Some of Husain’s

When it opened in 2015, the Piramal
Museum of Art (above) was the first of
its kind, showcasing works from
Piramal’s private collection as well as
those of other collectors and museums

don’tjust want toshow numbers.

The pointistodrivethemesand show
how the art was created and whatit was
aresultof.”

How would Piramal guide
prospective collectors? He respondsthat
countless wealth managers promotethe
works of masters asaninvestment but
feelsthat’sthe wrongwaytodoit.
“Investment in art appreciates only after
S0years, and inrealityisthe most
illiquid asset foranumber of reasons,”
Piramalsays. He liststhe reasons why:
transaction costs are as high as20-30 per
centincommissionsthat intermediar-
ies want for the transaction; aready
buyer may not be available when you
want tosell; and acquiring serious pieces
byseriousartistscalls foraserious
budget. Despiteall these factors,
Piramal acknowledgesthat artisthe
only high-value object thatcanbe
shared and enjoyed in public spacesby
many more thanjust the creatorandthe
owner. As hesays, “You just can’t dothat
with jewellery ordiamonds.”






