
The Return of the Aura: Anish Kapoor: The
Studio and the World

Denis Vidal

According to Rashed Araeen, the well-known contemporary artist and a fierce critic
of the contemporary art world, 'the problem with the policies of multiculturalism, or
theories of cultural diversity, is that they have failed to address the main issues of art
as an individual practice rather than an expression of community as a whole, or of
art as an expression"ofpost-colonial subject who in order to come to terms with his
or her modernity, must to some extent free him - or herself from the constraints of
a specific culture' (Araeen 1999: 233). There is still a lot of sociological truth in the
point Rasheed Araeen made 14 years ago. Many contemporary artists, all over the
world, have accepted, more or less willingly, to define themselves or to be defined
through a logic which continues 'to privilege cultural differences as the basis of
artistic difference by the post-colonial artist' (Araeen 1999: 23). However, one should
not forget that recognition of this dilemma is neither particularly new nor exclusively
determined by the 'West'. It was played out over and over in colonial times. To give
just one example, modem Bengali artists and intellectuals were always aware of it
and they took very contrasted positions in response to it (Guha Thakurtha 1992). One
should not forget exhortations like the one made by Rabindranath Tagore in 1926: 'I
strongly urge our artists vehemently to deny their obligation to produce something
that can be labelled as Indian art, according to some old world mannerism' (Vidal
2011). Luckily enough such exhortations did not remain completely unheard, even
before artists like Rasheed Aareen took the 'historical responsibility' of taking up
the torch. But one can't perhaps find any better example of it in recent times than
the work and career of Anish Kapoor, the well-known sculptor of Indian origin
(Figure 3.1). In his personal case, as in that of a few other 'post-colonial' artists and
intellectuals, it no longer makes sense to ask if they successfully managed or not to
find their place in 'the historically transforming process of modernity'; it is rather to
assess how their work effectively obliges us to revise some of the stereotypes which
are still commonly used when any definition of 'modernity' or 'post-modernism' is
at stake, whether in the arts or in any other cultural domain.
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Figure 3.1 Anish Kapoor and Homi Bhabha al the speaker's forum, India Art Summit (20-23 January

2011). Image courtesy of V. P. Balakrishnan.

A game of mirrors

Bourdieu's sociological analysis of art and culture remains to this day one of the
most systematic attempts to analyse, scrutinize and deconstruct the mysterious aura
that surrounds the idea of art (Bourdieu 1965, 1966, 1992). The main focus of his
analysis is to demystify the strategies that social actors employ - consciously or not
- to present artworks as if they subscribed to a logic in which social detenninism
and personal interest do not play a part and where universal values and ail sorts of
idealism prevail.

In many ways Anish Kapoor would seem to embody, perhaps more than any
other artist, the perlect archetype of ail that Bourdieu is targeting: whether through
Kapoor's refusai to be defined by his personal biography, the way he relates to
money, or how he deliberately cultivates a universal conception of 'art' and of the
'artist'. There is no aspect of his artistic identity which seems to escape the devas­
tating forrn of sociological criticism which is at the core of Bourdieu's work and
that continues to inspire a huge number of critics of the contemporary art world
today. There is, however, a paradox that one cannot fail to notice if one attempts to
apply a Bourdieu-like analysis to Anish Kapoor: that is, indeed, the striking parallel
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between most of the analysis that Kapoor applies to bis own artistic practice and
that of Bourdieu's on art, more generally, even if such 'family resemblance' does
not preclude them from having otherwise nearly opposite perspectives about the art
world and the practice of art.

It would seem, indeed, that Anish Kapoor openly values and advocates more
or less everything that Bourdieu attempts - as far as he is concemed - to criti­
cally deconstruct in his analysis of the art world: whether it is the acknowledged
ambition to get global recognition, based on bis belief in universal aesthetic values;
or the explicit search for metaphysical depth in his artistic work, self-acknowledged
recourse to illusionism but also, more generally, practically all the opinions that he
may be professing as an artist. But one should also recognize, however - whether
agreeing or not with his point of view - that even if Anish Kapoor is effectively
defending a rather idealistic and universalist conception of art, he certainly not does
do it either in an idealistic manner or a sociologically naïve one, as 1 will show in
detail here.

Anish Kapoor would never say, for example, that the social and cultural origins
of an artist do not influence bis work; but he would argue that one should not take
them into account for appreciating artworks. Neither will he deny the importance
of money in art; rather he will highlight it in an even cruder manner than Bourdieu,
describing in detail how the price of an artwork deeply colours the reception of
it. More fundamentally, he will insist on the fact that any good work of art should
radiate sorne sort of 'magical' aura in the eyes of the viewer, resting on subtle forms
of 'illusionism' and of fetisbism; not only that, but he will always be 100king for new
ways of triggering such 'illusionist' effects. As a matter of fact, he believes that it is
precisely in such effects that the very essence of art resides.

What distinguishes fundamentally the analysis of art by an artist like Anish Kapoor
and by sociologists is not so much their respective manner of looking at it, but rather
how they value what they find in it. While in the case of sorne artists, such analysis is
used in order to understand how someone makes art, in the case of sociologists, very
similar insights are used to analyse but also, sometimes, sometirnes, to demystify the
very process of making it. But this is also why an anthropological perspective may
help us to deconstruct such a game of mirrors - more precisely, the sort of 'mirrors'
that Anish Kapoor knows so weIl how to manipulate not only when he is answering
art critics, joumalists and art historians, but also that he is using as a privileged
material in sorne of bis most famous works of art.!

A question of conceptual authority

There are various ways of approaching the anthropology of art. One may do it in a
rather classical manner and try basicaHy to unveil the social and cultural structure of
the art world today in a manner reminiscent of the method employed by sociologists



at two different

School of Art fi
and it has remai
strongly associ,

Indian culture.
both the shape,
associated with
them indirectly
the first years c
visual world on
fashionable arn(
he gave show cl
at being Indian
he nevertheless

presence of recc
of this attitude j

ln 1979, Kapc
the past, too r
his technique

ln the late se,
student and sh
perhaps, on ft
now. What w:
as exotic. No\
exotic is a tag
a rather peripl

Ultimately, Kap
his Indian origiI

1 think we ha\
1 don't need tl

One may add ft
Jewishness. Wh:
he sometimes al
equally careful
elements of his



cane like
'ish ta do
not only

1st retra­
is reader
1 with its
ice here,

/ork and
today; it
Ilceptual

s in the
e of any
aura in

Il artist.

" 1 will
s work.
Ite that
orm of
~et, but
reative

losely
or his
iUch.2

who
ldian
logy:
ague
930s

;rael

IlÏng



And not too n

When one looks
sexual connotati
rather that discm
reference to mor
tation may also a
for years unden
connotations of l

Sculptor Anish
whether his art ]
said that. You rt

But here again, j

works may have
any way to his in

Basically, wh:
be used for defil
relationship betw
struct when he c(
such a personal 1

wishes to approa
does not make an
the felicitous forr
people when stud

II
The studio as ~

In spite of recent
Gennep on 'rites
core of it - as is ,
stages for charact,
which he identifif
aU these rituals ü
and with any pre'
liminal stage of li
and which is char
norrns and institul
gration under a Of



eference
)f Anish

hy him.
: artistic

, that he
y he has

slightly
·school.

ing in a

twenty

limself

Jrized'
Jn this
ism of

:osmo-

h post­
ired of

;sarily

'olitan
is not

•he is
~rsion

st not

about

them



place when
creativity rr
one's cultUI

The studi
suceess, (
in the stu
to wande

In other w(
the definiti(

defined by (
may effecti'

The shifti

Thereare al

Kapoor is ,

but this is a

Another dei
obligation t

more or les
ofhis art or

studio, a ve
part of mm
he is real1y
precisely th
in between
as an artist ;

1 am a rel'

are ... s(
that it is ,
ta say '1 (
this sense

The questio

presenting 1
processing 1



gists to find a
case of Anish

eel tempted to
rmep identifies

dealt - even if
'ed how Anish
:dentity. So let
lakes sense to

~ precise1y the

ey are all there

diasporic life
~stry and the
r easy and in
laS easier for

~r there; and 1
e way il îs for

le significant
l the 'West':

sts, or not-so­
ing an Indîan

h cultural or

rld. And this
J in terrns of
)f the studio

1 Europe as

the creative
~rtainly find
,r gives to it
, conception

ted with the



sorne part of the
work, it looks r;

Let's talk pral

do very Uule 1

urge? 1 think

sculptor is sp

everything thl

It lingers thel

WeIl it lingen

been true, fra

and months, 1

of the prepan

But finishing

WeIl l' 11 do s

What characteI
does not c1earl~

the whole proc
Of course, Ani
quality of finisl
poignancy. It ü
called swayam,
or artificially).
fact that his aI

hirnself.

III
Thealchem~

To comment 1

It should be (
rnaterial dirneJ
'express' hirns

Yes, mm, 1 j

that it seem~

talking abou

dwe11s so to



insist on the fact that

d where, more funda­

plains beautifully: 'In

y as an artist, that the
:e is closed up.' 15 But

he following passage:

\s 1 was trying to say
:, whether one's talking
us to try and occupy if
'hat 1 see this as is, ifs
njured here of Picasso
r a whole world is one,
~e il. And 1 think there
,e doesn't even truly or
ling else.16

ay in particular as an

nings cannot emerge

1 agenda, 1 don't want
'k of an artist happens
lat are worth saying. 17

lio in fact is to pose a
this funny notion that
rtain dimensions, that
it l've got to look for
,orld. There's enough

in reality, with the

leaving the imprint

While nobody ever

and are conceived

t important role in
ptors - most of the

1firms; and even if



Money is p:
... 1 don't fi

Money is

quality to tI­
... it literall

Of course, on
of ideoIogicaI
Anish Kapoo

The perforJ

A natural ste
But this is pl
Kapoor's artl

he deluded, a
needs them il

In a sense,

the viewer
looking at
is 100king
the relatiOJ

There's
viewer. No
where the

This contim
defines as th
point of vie,
conventional
know-how 0

master his tr

and how aIl ~

a work of al

that it may p
of an artWOl

raIe in the VI

when he ex!



er level symbolic,
ifs attempting to
nystery of being.
i in it. 22

e of a particular
the mythology

ôts make mythol­
:cause ifs a very
Picasso worked.
iisplayed, al this
declare life as a

most cornmon
valorizing any
. than focusing

etail how such

ade by Anish
~ was asked to
;plains how he

ice, il was the
T so burdened
responsibility
lake il known

ienly (after his
. It was aston-

dly as before

=as Salvador
lor, however,
:ts of ms art:

lcial role - a
j in his own



meaning and tha1
The forms that 1 1

record, a primord
incredibly weIl.31

By p1aying with co

which go beyond a

resonance, arnong

Red is a colour 1
il's one of those '
il's the colom of

The artist as an

It is not on1y the c

Anish Kapoor. Mo:

material: whether

same desire for pel

get serious fundin)

the sort of making

contradictory witb

materiality of his s

with the use of any

the twentieth centl

a1so the most fune
that he considers ]

fonn of illusionisIJ

The reason, fOl

in his works has 1
by anyone who 10

way he cou1d fin<

viewers the illusi,

with sorne uncam

this by referring t

stone in the shaI

carefully carved i

ta direct the atter

on1y ta frame the

What happens,
change its reas(



~thing to your body
'erformative; like a
l certain place and
of vertigo.28

,tantial with the

is does not mean
:s not hesitate to
ffective ways of
, associated with

made it.
io precisely that.

t of one of his
h.e middle of a
~'s title: 'When

to his work is
often used in

readed label of
use of aIl sorts
findu, Jewish,
l - by playing
Lttempts, as he
1.

1 more recent
emphasis on
Modem with
than (2,012),
~ of his best-

lropensity for

The Retum of the Aura • 53

meaning and that both in a certain way are part of a certain language of the abstract.
The founs that 1make have a sort of human recall; 1don't hope that it is an early human
record, a primordial human record; it is what 1 am after; and colour, of course, does that
incredibly welP'

13Y playing with colour and scale, Anish Kapoor attempts to elicit emotive responses
Which go beyond any discursive meaning and which may attain sorne deeper level of

t~sonance, among the viewers of his works:

Red is a colour l've felt very strongly about. Maybe red is a very Indian colour, maybe
ifs one of those things that 1 grew up with and recognise at sorne other level. Of course
ifs the colour of the interior of our bodies. In a way ifs inside out, red.32

The artist as an illusionist

lt is not only the colour, however, that one notices immediately in the sculptures of
Anish Kapoor. Most of them are remarkable as weIl for the exceptional quality of their
material: whether it is stone, powder colours, mirrors, textiles or anything else, the
same desire for perfection is clearly visible. Anish Kapoor, who certainly manages to
get serious fundiftg for creating his art, is also spending it lavishly to obtain exactly
the sort of making that he wants. Such a preoccupation may appear, however, slightly
contradictory with the fact that he often stresses his apparent indifference' for the
materiality ofhis sculptures. So, one may ask why he would not satisfy himself simply
with the use of any readily available material, like so many artists have done throughout
the twentieth century. To answer this question is to arrive at a last dimension - perhaps
also the most fundamental one - in his conception of his work: that is, the very fact
that he considers his own artworks, but also more generally aIl artistic activity, as a
foun of illusionism: '1 believe very strongly that it is not something as a real object.' 33

The reason, for example, that he is giving for using mirrors of unequalled quality
in his works has little to do with the rather striking beauty of their surface, noticed
by anyone who looks at them; but rather, according to him, because this is the only
way he could find to obtain the sort of illusion that he is aiming at, to give to the
viewers the illusion of being confronted not so much with a material sculpture as
with sorne uncanny reflection of the world itself. One Can give another example of
this by referring to another of his famous sculptures which consists of an enormous
stone in the shape of a menhir with an empty volume, in the shape of a cube,
carefully carved in its centre. The main point of this work, according to the artist, is
to direct the attention of the viewer to this dark cavity while the stone itself serves
only to frame the void.

What happens, having made this object, if 1put it next to another object? How does that
change its reason for being in the world, its effect on the body? One of the phenomena
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that l've worked with over many years is darkness. Darkness is an idea that we ail know
about, in a way an idea about the absence of light. Very simple. What interests me
however is the sense of the darkness that we carry within us, the darkness that's akin
to one of the principal subjects of the sublime - terror. A work will only have that deep
resonance that 1 try to indicate is there if the kind of darkness that 1 can generate, let's
say in a block of stone with a cavity in it that's very dark, if the resonance that's in that
stone is something that is resident in you already. That's to say that you are completing
that circle, but perhaps without knowingly you're completing that circle. It's not a verbal
connection, but a bodily one. That's why sculpture occupies the same space as YOUf

body.34

Anish Kapoor is then more interested in the idea of creating sorne specifie illusory
effect in his sculptures than to highlight the quality of their 'thingness' as such:

What are your limitations as a sculptor?
Oh they're manifold. 1don't know. 1 don't know. Do YOll know, much of the work that
l've made over many years now proposes the idea that for every forrn there is a kind,
there is a kind of counterpoint in non-form. One of the things that 1 see myself battling
with now is not the non-forrn, because in a way 1 feel l've done sorne of that, but the
form. So what happens when there's form and no non-form? Where can 1 go with that?
That's a battle 1 need to investigate, fighl, whatever.35

At this point, howevèr, it may be time to leave Anish Kapoor to his own artistic
'fight' and to conclude by reassessing briefty bis conception of art from an anthro­

pological perspective.

The return of the aura

Hans Belting has claimed that with the evolution of contemporary art, we have
arrived at a final point wbich can be legitimately defined as 'the end of art', at
least in the traditional forrn as understood in Europe from the Renaissance onward
(Belting 1,984). And there is little doubt, indeed, that art history has been marked
in the twentieth century by the radical attempts made by various 'avant-gardes' to

deconstruct the artistic practices and most of the accepted ideas and expectations
upon wbich the idea of art had developed and had been appreciated previously.

Meanwhile, during the same period, most art bistorians have been equally busy
deconslructing most of the common notions and perceptions upon which the very
idea of art history had been founded at least from the European Renaissance: the
idea of art as fundamentally distinct from skilled craftsmanship; the cult of the
artistic genius as an individual which outplays the restrictions imposed by bis time
and culture; or the common idea that 'great art' is recognizable by the fact that it

is able to 'speak' to anyone as weIl as to 'move' everyone. At a more fundamental
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'\Tel, also, what most art historians and anthropologists have questioned is the
.Very idea that any notion of aesthetic may be given any sort of universal relevance.
And if one puts aside a few well-known exceptions (Aby Warburg, for example36),

the vocation of art history has mostly become to provide the sort of socio-cultural
and historical background analysis, which is supposed to give a better informed or
deeper understanding of art.

One should not conclude, of course, that the conventional conception of art and
esthetics has not survived. As a matter of fact it has flourished more than ever, as

one can see from the sort of gloss used for attracting the crowds to the retrospectives
dedicated to the best-known artists. Sirnilarly, the ferocity of sorne of the debates
surrounding contemporary art demonstrates clearly enough that oIder conceptions of
art and aesthetics are far from being dead. As a matter of fact, any attempt to analyse
the sociological realities of artistic taste show the profound chasm which exists
between 'popular', 'conventional' or 'classic' tastes and more 'elitist' or 'avant­
garde' ones. What is fascinating, however, in the case of Anish Kapoor and his art, is
precisely how he manages to eschew such sociologieal and well-entrenched divides.

As we have seen, neither his works nor his conception of art are of the sort
that one could simply detine by placing bim among the many artists who have
busied themselves in deconstructing a more conventional conception of art and of
aesthetics. Yet neither can one suspect him of simply following a more conventional
conception of art and ignoring what has been going on in the evolution of the
contemporary art world.

When one examines carefully not only how Anish Kapoor conceives and inter­
prets bis work, but also how it is received, it appears clearly that what he manages to
do - often quite successfully - is to tind new ways acceptable both for the elite of the
art world and for the general public to restore a rather conventional conception of art
and to promote it with great enthusiasm and without any sort of ironical twist or any
form of second degree interpretation; he is endorsing very explicitly his ambition to
make an art which has an 'universal' appeal and which mythologizes, once more,
the status of the artist on the public scene. And he proclaims openly his right to use
any means to get such recognition: whether it is the scale of sorne of his works,
the fascination linked to their priee, the quality of the materials used or the sort of
symbolism associated with them.

By restoring a rather classical conception of art where artworks are fundanaen­
tally detined once more by the aura they may possess in the eyes of the beholder,
Anish Kapoor deties those who, following in the steps of Walter Benjamin or
Theodor Adorno, believe that such traditional conception of art has nowadays
become detinitely obsolete. Finding powerful allies in the general public and with
wealthy patrons like Lakshmi Mittal or with intellectual luminaries and celebrated
writers like Horni Bhabha or Salman Rushdie, the recognition of Kapoor's work
demonstrates c1early that the importance of aura in art does not refer only to a
popular and nostalgie conception of art and of its history.
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As a matter of fact, it is principally in the work of essayists like Walter Benjamin,
the Frankfurt School and their successors that such a notion is supposed to remain
forever the hallmark of an extinct era. But while the use of this notion may have
taken a more restrictive meaning in the work of Benjamin and a few others after
him, one may argue, more generally, that it has never disappeared, in reality,
either in the 'world of art' or elsewhere, because of the advent of new techniques
of mechanical reproduction like photography or the phonogram at the end of the
nineteenth century.37 Sociologists of art as diverse as Natalie Heinnich (1,984) and
Bruno Latour or Antoine Hennion (1,997) have summarily but rightly insisted on the
fact that such new modes of reproduction helped to 'sacralize' works of art rather
than desacralize them. One should not be too surprised, then, if the very notion of
aura and the whole conception idealist conception of art traditionally associated
with it has come back with a vengeance to haunt the very centre of the contemporary
art world. This does not mean, however, that one should be, once more, sociologi­
cally naïve and believe, for example, that it happened only because of the prevailing
historical and sociological conditions or because of any forro of technological
'advances' as such.

Alfred Gell was certainly right to stress the methodological importance of
recognizing any forro of 'art' as a 'technology' by itself, from an anthropological
perspective. But one should not forget either that, in doing so, he was simply
recalling a well-khown fact that few 'artists' may afford to ignore. The real
challenge, however - both for artists and for anthropologists - is rather to grasp
what this often disconcerting 'technology' is more specifically about. And one may
perhaps acknowledge that Anish Kapoor is one of these artists who has managed to
find sorne sort of answer to this question in our time, even if it is not the only one.
This is why it is worth, 1 believe, not only considering his work, but also what he
has to say about it - even if when listening to his words, one may he rather tempted,
in his case, to evoke the legendary metis of the ancient Greeks rather than any post­
modern notion of métissage or hybridity.

Notes

1. Hundreds of articles and dozens of books and catalogues have been dedicated to
Anish Kapoor. He has never ceased also to give interviews to art critics, curators
and journalists throughout his career. 1 have used here the most representative
ofthem.

2. For a fuBer analysis of this specific aspect of Anish Kapoor's personality, see
also Vidal (2009).

3. The Tate Gallery 1982--84: Illustrated Catalogue ofAcquisitions (1986).
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Idem.
'Transcript of the John Tusa Interview with the sculptor Anish Kapoor' (2003).

'Entretien avec Farah Nayeri' (2008).
'Transcript of the John Tusa Interview with the sculptor Anish Kapoor' (2003).
The work of Cy Twombly illustrates perfectly this tendency in contemporary
art.
'Entretien avec Anish Kapoor' (2011).
'Transcript of the John Tusa Interview with the sculptor Anish Kapoor' (2003).
'Entretien avec Farah Nayeri' (2008).
'Entretien avec Anish Kapoor, Monumenta' (2011).
'Transcript of the John Tusa Interview with the sculptor Anish Kapoor' (2003).
Idem.
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36. While Warburg had been one of the first art historians to promote a rigorous
methodology for interpreting artworks in their historical and sociological
contexts, his way of analysing the everlasting appeal of sorne of them
was going well beyond such interpretations (on this topic, see for example
Didi-Huberman 2002).

37. For a rather confusing definition of the notion of aura, one may always look
at the often contradictory use that Benjamin himself made of this notion;
and how the interpretation of his thinking on tbis topic became sorne sort of
small cottage industry - a fact widely acknowledged, even by bis most ardent
interpreters. One may find, for example, on the first page of an edited volume
entirely dedicated to bis work the following exergue: 'More books on Benjamin
and still the pile grows ... Benjamin prose breeds commentary like vaccine in a
lab' (Cole 1998: 8). For an admittedly more restrictive definition of 'aura', one
may look however at Benjarnin's famous essay 'The Work of Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction' (1935-6); or examine how this notion is used (rather
than 'defined') by most of his commentators: aura is then generally identified
as 'the power and authority that a unique or original work of art possessed by
virtue of its authenticity, and which disappears, for Benjamin, as the actual
object of the work of art becomes a reproducible entity, as in a photograph or a
film, for example' (Steinberg 1996: 95).
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