Dr. Usawadee Srithong, Researcher at the Centre for Bharat Studies,
Research Institute for Languages and Cultures of Asia, Mahidol University

Kochi-Muziris Biennale:

The Largest international
Gontemporary Art Festival in India

A Biennale is a significant international art
exhibition that showcases the world’s leading art,
occurring biennially for over 128 years. It originated
from the Venice Biennale in Italy. In Thailand,
during the reign of King Chulalongkorn (Rama V),
who undertook his first European tour in 1897 and
subsequent visits in 1906-1907, the monarch observed
works at the international Venice Biennale held at
the Giardini Park in Venice, Italy. He developed an
interest in the works of several artists, which led
him to initiate a collection of art from international
artists, including commissioning Italian architects
such as Mario Tamagno to design various architec-
tural works in Thailand, including Anantasamakhom
Throne Hall, Paruskawan Palace, and the Thai Ku Fa
Building at Government House'. This event marked
a pivotal moment for the art scene in Thailand.

m

The artwork exhibited
at Aspinwall House during the 3™
edition of the Kochi-Muziris Biennale.

In India, the Kochi-Muziris Biennale r
epresents the largest contemporary art festival in the
country. The inaugural event was held from December
12,2013, to March 13, 2014, with collaboration from
both governmental and private sectors in the state of
Kerala, India. Indian curators Riyas Komu and Bose
Krishnamachari spearheaded the project, inviting
over 90 artists from India and internationally to create
site-specific art throughout the city of Kochi, utilizing
locations such as the port, galleries, and both public
and private spaces as exhibition venues.

The selection of Kochi as the site for the
contemporary art biennale was attributed to its
historical significance. Situated in the state of Kerala
in southern India, Kochi was formerly a vital center
for the spice trade dating back to the 14th century?.
The Muziris port served as a key gateway connecting

1 Hadsaphop Tangmahamek. (2012). Thai Contemporary Art in the Venice Biennale International Art Exhibition. Graduate
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southern India with Europe and Asia. Consequently,
the city has been influenced by diverse cultures,
including Greek, Arab, Portuguese, British, Dutch,
and numerous others®. Evidence of these civilizations
remains visible through European-style architecture
integrated with traditional South Indian styles across
the city. Due to its rich geographical and historical
background, the state authorities and private sector
designated Kochi as the host for the Kochi-Muziris
Biennale, with the objective of connecting
contemporary global art with the city’s cultural heritage,
including the ancient port of Muziris.

David Hall is believed to have been built between
the years 1670 and 1690. It is also one of the Pavilion used
for art exhibitions during the Kochi-Muziris Biennale.
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Atmosphere in the city of Kochi

The Kochi-Muziris Biennale is the inaugural
biennale in India focusing on international
contemporary art. The artworks presented reflect
perspectives on history, politics, and society. For
instance, in the 3rd edition of the biennale in 2016,
Chilean artist Raul Zurita’s installation The Sea of
Pain poignantly depicted the arduous journey of
Syrian refugees traversing seas in pursuit of
improved living conditions, only to encounter tragic
outcomes before reaching their intended destinations.
The artist reconstructed a warehouse space within
Kochi to simulate a shallow sea, inviting visitors to
traverse and experience the atmosphere, while
reading the inscribed inquiries: “Don’t you listen?
Don’t you look? Don’t you hear me? Don’t you
see me?” These questions, in conjunction with the
tactile experience of stepping into the water, were
designed to elicit contemplation among viewers

regarding the ongoing global refugee crisis.
e

The Sea of Pain by Raul Zurita’s

Art continues to function as a potent medium
for reflecting societal and political issues. Indian
artist Shilpa Gupta, internationally recognized,
presented For, In Your Tongue, I Cannot Fit at the
4™ Kochi-Muziris Biennale in 2018. The installation
comprised 100 speakers and sound systems that
broadcast the voices of 100 poets from around the
world, each having been incarcerated or persecuted
at some point in their lives for their political
convictions*.

3 Pornpimon Sukantawanich. (2016). Retracing the Spice Route and the Cultural Connection Between Thai and Indian Cuisine.
Retrieved from [https://thaiindia.net/knowledge](https://thaiindia.net/knowledge).
4 Kochi Biennale Foundation (2011) Retrieved February 24. 2025, https://www.biennialfoundation.org/biennials/kochi-
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For, In Your Tongue, I Cannot Fit by Shilpa Gupta,
at the 4" Kochi-Muziris Biennale in 2018.

The Kochi-Muziris Biennale also provides a
platform for emerging artists, such as Maya Mima,
an Indian-Japanese artist. Her work was selected by
the curators for exhibition at the 5th Kochi-Muziris
Biennale in 2024. Maya explored the theme of
migration through her piece Life in Stitch, which
is predicated on her personal experiences and those
of her family. Maya’s mother, a Japanese artist,
married her father, an Indian artist, resulting in
Maya’s upbringing in India, a country with a culture
distinct from Japan. Her work emerges from the
interpretation of these two cultures, India and Japan,
through techniques such as sewing, embroidery, and
patchwork to create shapes and narratives about her
family, including her relatives and ancestors. Each
stitch in her work represents the interweaving of
relationships and the conceptualization of a distant
family, unifying them in Maya’s artistic expression.

Life in Stitch by Maya Mima

The success of the Kochi-Muziris Biennale,
which has been held five times, is evident in its
significant contribution to the economic stimulation
of tourism, art, and culture in the city of Kochi. This
is reflected in the growth of the local economy, with
an increase in revenue by as much as 50% from
community income, including accommodations,
homestays, restaurants, street vendors, rickshaw
drivers, and other related services. During the 5%
edition of the event®. Approximately 850,000 visitors
attended over the three months of the exhibition.®
This demonstrates that art not only holds aesthetic
and conceptual value as intended by the artists but
also brings substantial economic benefits to the
city of Kochi. The Kerala state government plans
to continue hosting the Kochi-Muziris Biennale
with its 6™ edition, scheduled from December 12,
2025, to March 31, 2026. Those interested can find
more details and prepare for a journey to experience
contemporary art in South India at the website
https://www.biennialfoundation.org/biennials/
kochi-muziris-biennale-india/.

Based on the author’s personal experience
attending the event, the contemporary artworks, art
management system, and natural and cultural aspects
of Kochi, were highly impactful. It is posited that
readers who have the opportunity to visit Kochi will
likely have a similarly significant experience.
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