A Woman of

Alternative Substance

Architect Revathi Kamath in conversation with

Mitali Saran-who finds her to be

a woman to reckon with.

umour paints her as an open-
haired Kali figure with kajal-
lined eyes and attitude, but
Revathi Kamath does not
easily lend herself to such simplifi-
cation. Sitting down to a conver-
sation in the filtered sunlight of her
ﬁd—“’;ﬂeﬂ office, she presents her-
well: a refreshingly balanced,
self-assured woman w?;m an intel-
ligent and deeply humane philosophy.
She peppers her observations wirJ:P
a quick, wry humour, and her ex-
ceptionally precise and evocative
language betrays the poet in her (a
hunch which she confirmed, although
sheis not interested in being published).
In another life she might have
pursued her interest in physics, she
might have written seriously, she
might have dedicat-
ed her intellect enti-

the act of building, and the way peo-
ple live. It's more than the material
object of architecture - there's also
the variety of architecture, the depth
of culture that one is exposed to.”

Varied Influences

The daughter of an engineer, 41-
year old Kamath was born in Bhuba-
ne;;;v:;;nd schooled in several
P incduding Bangalore and Delhi.
She drew her professional inspiration
directly from the fascinating inter-
action between buildings, culture, and
activity. “Part of my childhood was
spent in the tribal areas of Orissa,”
she says, “so one has seen forests,
tribal cultures, and traditional life-
styles, as well as rural areas around
Bangalore, the agriculture commu-

nity, the urban community, the
market..” She describes growing up
in Bangalore and her experience of
the street which her family owned and
upon which they traded and lived.
“There was this territory, containing
an entire variety of people’s inner
core and pursuits, and there resulted
a variety of objects and spaces that
each of these people commanded.
The quality of life which accompanied
these various manifestations always
interested me."

Her career benefited from an early
tailwind. As a child she was fully
encouraged to pursue her goals, and
in the first few years of her practice,
“one was trying to discover oneself
and what was possible in the space
around, to creatively work with all

ﬂ:ﬁe systems which

rely to academia;
but the thrust of this
life’s work has al-
ways been to parti-
cipate in building
her physical uni-
verse. “There was

tect),” she says. “You
are interested in
certain aspects of life
around you, and for
me there was always

oe
J ust today, when we were driving down the street,
| was talking about the fact that the facode or the
front is all male space. All the men who occupy the
street front have their shops there - and it is filthy.
One guy ate a banana and just chucked the skin, one
guy was degreasing his fruck... the difference is that
there is no sense of nurturing, no sense that space hos

to be maintained os well.”

ly existed.” It
was relatively plain
sailing because,“one
was not threatening
anybody.” She work-

on a small scale for
a while, until the
raw consumerism of

ing interest in, “some-
thing other than con-
crete and mindless
brick walls.,” Today,
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she lives with the

ed in the mainstream |

ties fueled her emerg-

double whammy of
being a femnale pro-
fessional in a male-
dominated field, as
well as a proponent

“You have to deconstruct constantly what you have
constructed. One tap may be out of the sync (sic) so

his truck...
the difference is that
there is no sense of
nurhuring, no sense
that space has to be

ofalternative buil-  you have to work on the dient and say that if fhis oy © msiined vl
oy s, dhal had such and such qualities and attributes it would  mires the work of
i Ihefu'nda— H hCI H ﬂl'ld | k H many male architects
R e fule result in o more harmonious space. fake it upon T e .
L myself to do that. Most people don't care; but but she finds that in
oy the point is that even if they don't care, “m‘;‘*mjf"‘
ep over the hard- | care, even if | don't inhabit that space.” lﬁgmﬂ?
méﬁm Ef. o . £ nothing clse exists.
mould you,” she says. “Nobody do not preclude the desire (of archi-  Every space has this great centre, it's
gives you space. But space is a tects) to show off,” she says. “You very axial, around it is

of how you perceive the
world. It is absolutely true that
there is space for you, if you make
space for yourself, It's a matter of,
lit us say, Brahmin open minded-
ness or refinement, in which - whether
you're a boy or a girl, a man or a
‘woman - if you are thinking and if
you really pursue it, then the entire
structure supports your mind and
being.”
One with Nature

In her space, Kamath has success-
fully defined and expressed her own
hical aesthetic. “Just because
you want to make a tall building,
don't have to destroy acres of
mmdﬁwismwﬁﬂs.mm
such a way that nature can never
regain its cyce,” says she. “Architec-
ture is a response to a social and a
cultural need, besides an economic
one, 50 1 think that today’s structure
is valid for its day and age - but it
& destructive. T understand it, but 1
don't accept it as a longterm solu-
tion or evolutionary plan. It's a di-
yergence, in my opinion: it has to
evolve into ing far more sus-
fainable.” Conventional tall buildings
per se do not bother her, as long as
they are not utterly introverted. By
sustainable architecture she means
that which is executed in its own
tiny timé frame, but the design and
ing of which a much,
larger ecological time-frame. T

can't work without that. So let us
work with those desires; but let us
produce forms which also have dee-
per resonances and more meaning
in terms of sustainable ecology.”

Kamath seeks to retrieve in her
work what she believes is dying
around her: the fundamental element
of compassi for the envirc t,
for the builders, and for the people
who inhabit her buildings. She is
fascinated by the quality of compas-
sion inherent in the buildings of ear-
lier times, such as those constructed
during famines to enable people to
feed themselves. She abhors what
she terms the ‘Shahjahan model” of
present-day architecture, a reference
to the fact that the hands of the
workers who built the Taj Mahal
were cut off by order of the Emperor,
They (the architects) think that they
have to kill to occupy a space.” A
fair amount of male architecture, she
says, stakes out territory, creates im-
pressive structures, and rests on its
laurels “without taking into account
the rest of humanity.”

She characterises this as a differ-
ence between male and female ways
of building. “Just today, when we
were driving down the street, 1 was
talking about the fact that the facade
or the front is all male space. All the
men who occupy the street front
have their shops there - and it is
filthy. One guy ate a banana and
just chucked the skin, one guy was

subsidiary; and then there is a gate.
And a guard.”
At the same time, she feels that
most architects who oppose this ex-
tremely self-involved architecture
tend to swing the other way into
extreme denial, leaving “no scope
for other human realities. Accumu-
lation, display of wealth, power- you
have to leamn to work with allowing
them as a passing aspect of build-
ing. It exists, but does not assume
the entire power of the building. So,
you may have a gate, as long as that
symbolises continuity as well. Tt
has to receive, besides warding, off.”
Passion Prevails

Heels dug in against the extremes,
Kamath tries to take into account the
rest of the community when she builds.
Her work is well-known and docu-
mented: Nalin Tomar’s house in
Hauz Khas and Akshay Pratisthan
School in Delhi; the Community
Centre in Maheshwar, MP, the tou-
rist complex at Mandawa in Rajas-
than, Her mud-buildings are not
only eco-friendly, but also structures
of beauty, the tourist complex in

j being a case in point. Kamath
is a powerfully self-conscious de-
signer who imbues her buildings with
warmth and passion. In conversation,
she often subsumes those aspects of
herself to the very cerebral; but al-
though she is in with
jargon, almost drawing it across her-
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self like a veil, her tone colours even
as dry a word as ‘deconstruct.’

One would imagine that her aes-
thetics and operational style lend
themselves to smaller, thoroughly
crafted buildings, but she does not
shy away from taking on projects for
huge corporate groups and hotels (she
is currently working on two hotels
in Jaisalmer and Lonavala, as well
as a school in Maheshwar.) “They
come because they like the images,
right?” reasons Kamath, “if they like
the images they've got to take the
philosophy with it.” Part of the phi-
losophy is a high level of commit-
ment to the work; she is willing to )
be driven to the brink of penury
during the project span. “I'm not |
greedy,” she smiles: “As long as I
am reasonably sustained economi-
cally, I am patient and willing to see
the project through, despite the odds.
I feel its part of my commitment as
an architect to see that the project is
as complete as possible. Most men
cannot afford this patience; their
wives are d ing, they feel the
pressure to be wage-earners, and to
display an image of well-being
through material displays of wealth.”

One feels that in Kamath's eyes
the client is one more fundamental
element which must be harmoniously
incorporated into the building and its
environment, She gauges her success
and failures by how closely her vision
of the building meshes with that of

inspired the person to put all the right
things in it. You expect the environ-
ment you create to create a certain
aura, to exude its being and therefore
guide certain activities within that
space in a reasonably graceful fashion.”
She is a driven perfectionist in
her attention to detail and in her
assembly of a project. “You have to
deconstruct constantly what you have
constructed. One tap may be out of
the sync (sic) so you have to work
on the client and say that if the tap
had such and such qualities and
attributes, it would result in a more
harmonious And 1 take it upon
myself to do that Most people don't
care; but the point is that even if
they don't care, I care, even if I don't
inhabit that space.” She strongly refutes
the criticism that she overdesigns, in
her attempt to translate her vision to
reality. “In the end it may appear
that way,” she says, “because I have
integrated every input possible. 1
don't give dients a ready-made vision.
1 encourage a total articulation of
their needs throughout the project.
The module of their time spent on
the project is allowed to penetrate
the organisation of the building.”

Eclectic Associations

Perhaps because she has been a
educator at the School of Planning
and Architecture, Kamath is sensi-
tive to the of self-discovery
that clients undergo. “The client may

ronments, not just with the arty types.
“I'm ready to work with business
people and the poor and rich and
in-betweens. When you don’t draw
lines in terms of accepting jobs, you
learn to cope with a variety of peo-
ple, productively and creatively. Then,
you are constantly capable of spon-
taneity and adaptation.” She is sur-
rounded, at all times, by an eclectic
assortment of people with whom
she must evolve relationships, since
her professional and personal lives
form ‘one big continuum.’

Indeed, that is the keynote of her
concept of a successfully built envi-
ronment. She is fully in favour of
pursuing an urbane quality of life in
a city with opportunities- a space
with a concentration of creativity
interaction and intelligence, “where
your mind is alive and active, and
there are similarly, other minds, and
you actually interact spontaneously
instead of assuming that fossilized
social groups and repetitive interac-
tive patterns constitute social and

the client. “When peo- cultural life.” Her
fuseed ey
in just thi
way, it brings me You have to have energy, and you have to speak o 'in il
greajo. But m murhmind, if you are fo purtsh:e dl!mt particular v}s:?‘ne menting
something pink and ich is my commitment fo ient. It is part o Her expectations
Tdon'tlike it, or when  profecsional, which also happens to be contradictory fo  of her own work are
I find some disagree- sometimes unreali-
able object in the the image of a gentle, benign woman, producing sweet  stically high, and
dﬂalmdg::tm little romantic spaces. Those sweet little romantic spaces mﬂ;g"
ed. overdone, o or qualities come only through power, which has fo be  asvity. “You have 1o
irrelevan i 3 3 " is
i exercised. | am not frightened to exercise power. be some what dis-

building has not

content, because if
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mu yOU are too content,

can't move,” successful. “I have
she says. An avid “ not ﬂmm\bg,gu
§ - sa Althou
;ﬂv?@mlydﬂ":‘ﬁ: Don't think anybody's going fo give you a good Strongly advises hat
e e fime. But it's so easy to complain. If you begin fo mﬁmﬂh‘:wmxm
gy complain and whine, you-are not building your iffigions sboE T

liarity and accessi-

universe. Complaining is a kind of western attitude to

tough it is, she does
not believe in whim-

their o
o eowad.  Teminism. Yor:i d:n'l Irlenullyr question the entire structure o o
ed in freshness. in your mind. You have fo exist in your own space an s going to
She searches for the e that is ver dﬂﬂl’m i give you a good
same thing in her Y L time. But it's so easy
work: “One is trying hou_m1plam.lf3ﬁ_m
to see and under- ————— begin to complain
stand a continuity of and whine, you are
traditional patterns, interesting by relegating them to being deco- not building your universe. Com-
because it takes some time for you to  rators, says Kamath. “You're there plaining is a kind of western atti-
realise where you've seen that new o ise things and make them tude to feminism. You don’t really

before in the past, and also t for everybody. They really tion the entire structure in your

what has led to its evolution. You
have a theory of knowledge which
exists and which you play with, but

you are always seeking new colours
in your palette, new materials in

claims that she has nothing against
the present norms of architecture;
she simply chooses not to do it that
way, At the same time, she is en-
couraged by the fact that her archi-
tecture draws a certain following of
those who can penetrate its philoso-
phy. “But the fact that people copy
is very positive- that when you draw
or make patterns or organise sys-
tems, people around you emulate
that, or are inspired by it, or even
consider it for a short time. That she
is no zealous iser is clear from
the fact that she and her husband
Vasant, with whom she shares office
space, work in a perfect supportive
and amicable live-and-let-live
relationship.
Tough Lady

Of course, not everyone is suppor-
tive. The male bias in the industry
makes it extremely hard on women,

an architect. You're supposed to
make things sweet and pleasant.”
She dismisses her own fierce and

see anything but the stereotype; it's
so standard and it's so boring, I
couldn’t care less.” She laughs.

On the other hand, people find
her intimidating and abrasive, and
she inspires awe or fear in others.
Her o has a notoriously high
turnover of staff. She reacts noncom-
mittally: “There are times when I
appear to be an ogress because I
just have to get what I want done in
a particular way. It's not easy. You
have to have , and you have
to speak your mind, if you are to
pursue that particular vision which
is my commitment to the client. It is
part of the professional, which also
happens to be contradictory to the
image of a gentle, benign woman,

sweet little romantic spaces,
Those sweet little romantic spaces or
qualities come only through power,
which has to be exercised. I am not
frightenied to exercise power.”

Kamath is able to say, so far, that
she has not felt the need to compro-
mise her principles in order to be

mind. You have to exist in your own
space, that is very clear. You have
to be holistic in your mental and
spiritual being.” She is keen to let
her technicalities of her work take
a back seat here because the opport-
unitymspeakasawomanra&ler
than as an architect, comes by infre-
quently, and she doesn't see a great
deal of organised support in India.
1 wouldn't bother to characterise
feminism as 1 see it, at this point of
time, doesn’t even exist. I believe in
common consciousness; | believe all
minds are interconnected in that
sense. Whatever you're thinking and
doing has an implication on the
whole- it will, it does. T have experi-
enced that constantly.”

She has a dream, which one im-

a forest. “1 want to design this,” she
says. “A city in a forest, which can
sustain itself and which is aware of
its own totality,” Whether or not
Revathi Kamath can translate that
dream into her waking life will be
a challenge to herself; in the mean-
time, she says, the insuperable worst
bane of her life is that she cannot
reconcile herself to daily grocery
shopping.
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