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BIENNALE TO BINALE 
Earlier, art events in Kerala, like 
everywhere else in the world, were 
regarded as a hive of cognoscenti. It 
was this very notion that MA Baby, the 
former minister of education in Kerala, 
sought to decimate when he approached 
artists Bose Krishnamachari and 
Riyas Komu a decade ago. Even before 
conceptualising the body of the event, 
they decided that it was critical to 
first explain to people the concept of a 
biennale. And so, leaflets demystifying 
it were distributed to locals and 
institutions. “Our friends in theatre 
performed small sketches in public and 
we had bloggers speaking about the 
Biennale online. These, I think, had 
an impact…we did not come up with 
the Malayalam word binale, it arrived 
on its own,” says Krishnamachari. 
The unifying bonhomie was further 
confirmed by the It’s My Biennale 
posters all over Fort Kochi.

Instead of museums and galleries, 
the organisers considered old buildings 
that were disused, but rich in history—
Aspinwall House, Cabral Yard, and 
Pepper House, for example. The 
restoration and effort involved in 
mounting installations in these spaces 
meant more jobs, with a steady input 
of electricians, masons and carpenters. 
Soon tourists began to arrive, which 
meant more fish being fried and served 
at the stalls that dot the 
beachside walkway, more 
commuters for rickshaws 
and buses, and packed 
homestays and hotels. 
“I don’t have a single 
room available during 
those four months,” says 
Sanjeev Prabhakaran, of 
Niyati Boutique Stay in 
Fort Kochi. 

ROOM FOR ALL
Aside from the rise in tourism and 
business, KMB is championed by the 
state government for its potential 
impact on future generations, and 
Krishnamachari sees an opportunity 
to develop an aesthetic consciousness 
through ‘the biennale effect’. Busloads 
of children from villages and small 
towns throng every edition, with 
the art room at Cabral Yard, which 
doubles as a workshop space, being a 
particular draw. And Art By Children 
(ABC), run by the KMB Foundation, 
is a year-round programme that 
rolls out art education initiatives for 
children, art educators and teachers 
in public schools. Similarly, the 
Foundation’s Students’ Biennale 
reaches out to art colleges across South 
Asia to exhibit on an international 

stage. And they also host 
residencies for student 
artists from different 
parts of the country. At 
present, it has a group 
from Kashmir. “It is 
a wonderful way to 
energise art school and art 
production,” says Suprita 
Moorthy, director, KMB.

Despite being the 
longest biennale in the 
world, locals can’t seem 
to get enough. And 2021 
will see the launch of the 
Design Biennale, while 
the next edition of KMB, 
which begins December 

12, 2020, will continue till the second 
week of April instead of culminating 
at the end of March. “School exams 
finish in March, and there was much 
demand that the dates be changed 
so that the children can visit,” says 
Krishnamachari, who feels that even 
if art cannot resolve social issues, it 
allows for a perspective on issues that 
isn’t possible in other domains: “Our 
social, political and economic problems 
can be addressed with the faculty of the 
imagination, but we have marginalised 
this,” he says. Human imagination is 
being made to wait on the sidelines 
today, but perhaps it will change when 
art stops being a handshake extended 
to the select few and becomes an 
embrace that has room for all. n
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Multiple Choice by Martin Walde, 
KMB (2016); KMB encourages viewer 

engagement with multi-media art


