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Fighting chance

Cold war From the video work “Ifit would only end”

works that tried to be a dialogue
between India and Pakistan,” he
said. “But then I realised that
you'd need years to get permits to
get to Siachen glacier and even if
you do have the permits, you'll be
questioned and probably not be
allowed to document anything.”
By the time Coelho returned to
warmer climes and managed to
defrost adequately, the relations
between Pakistan and India had
chilled considerably, after the
November terrorist attacks in
Mumbai. “I thought if 1 did do
whatI'd planned in Pakistan, I'd
beinsomething. Like ajail.”

The time Coelhospent in Ladakh
alsomade him shift the focus of his
project to the soldiers. He was curi-
ousabout the lives of the men sta-
tioned in the unforgiving terrain
and had asked the soldiers about
every nitty gritty detail of their

‘l just can’t take
cold weather.
That’s why | have a
fascination forit.’

Baptist Coelhotriestotap
intothe mind ofthe Indian
soldierinthe country’s
frozen north, reports
Deepanjana Pal.

Baptist Coelhoisa slight manin
his early thirties. Heisn't very tall
and there is an air of fragility about
him. Thisis not the kind of person
youimagine bunking with soldiers
in Ladakh but Coelho did precisely
that last year and of his own
accord. His show, You Can't
Afford to Have Emotions Out
There, is the result of that experi-
ence. The exhibition was was
shown in Delhi earlier this yvear
and will be Coelho's first solo show
inthe city. It includes videos,
photographs and installations
thatattempt toexplore whatit
means to be a soldier.

Coelho graduated from the LS
Raheja School of Artin 1997 and,

after ashortstintinadvertising,
went tostudy for a Master’s in
Visual Communication from
Birmingham Institute of Artand
Design in 2005. It was here that
Coelho developed his distinctive
style of using simple materials like
paper to create sophisticated
installations that are packed with
symbolism. His interest in Siachen
and thearmed forces beganin
2007, when he made a sculpture
called “SIACHEN GLACIER -
Satellite View”. He followed it up
with the 2008 trip to Ladakh, which
was the basis for You Can’t Afford.
“Ithinkit's my fear of the cold,”
said Coelho. “Tjust can't take cold
weather. I guessthat’'s why I have
this morbid fascination for it.”
Coelho spent almosta month
travelling in Ladakh and was able
to goup to the base camp at the
footof the Siachen glacier, which
isasfarascivilians areallowed.
“The original idea was to create

lives. The answers left him witha
wealth of information. Coelho
learnt that most camps received
newspapers two or three dayslate
and the men would read them over
and over again until they had mem-
orised every word. “It was proof to
them that there is a world beyond
theirs,” he explained. “Reading the
newspaper was the only way they
could touchit.” Getting a glass of
water in snowbound Ladakh
required two hours of planning
since the temperature of the water
had to be much higher than that of
their surroundings. After their first
three days, many soldiers would
begin hallucinating and the most
common hallucinationwasofbeing
followed. “The stillness and the
loneliness starts eating youup,”
said Coelho. “Your mind desperate-
ly wants tosee something, feel the
presence of another person, some
colour.”

The soldiers and officers Coelho

met were at first puzzled and
amused by the young artist, but
they were generous with their
information so long as he didn’t
disclose names, identities and
locations. “I was able to gain their
confidence and they told me so
many things,” hesaid. “They
showed me maps as proof of the
boundaries they were protecting.
Some even opened up alittle bit
about their feelings.”

However, there was a lingering
sense of anxiety. Coelho gotinto
the habit of emailing the photo-
graphs he had taken each day to
himself and then deleting them
from his hard drive because he did-
n’twant to get into trouble if some-
one checked his laptop. “There was
one place where I was sure one of
the guys I was talking to would
report me for all the questions
was asking,” herecalled. “When
dawn broke the next day, I packed
my bags as fastasIcould and I left
theplace. They don’t trustanyone
and you can’t blame them for that.”

Coelho hopes that his exhibition
will give the viewer some idea of
the emotional experience of being a
soldier. “Art for meis about trying
to confront something and under-
standit,” he said. Rather than bur-
den the exhibition with references
tonews reports about the soldiers
posted in the difficult region and
controversies about defence deals,
Coelho hopes that his viewers will
make the connections themselves
and empathise with the soldiers. In
Delhi, the reactions to the show
were diverse. Many people from
military backgrounds and families
came up to Coelho to tell him how
moved they were. But there were
also those who were less enam-
oured. One viewer accused him of
being an apologist for the army.
“Shekept saying that being in the
army is like any other job so there
was no difference between her and
asoldier,” said Coelho. “I wasso
shocked by her naiveattitude that I
couldn't say anything to herat
first. People like that are important.
They remind you why you believe
what you believe.”

See Project 88 in Exhibitions.
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