
The Lost Indian – Devashish Guruji  

So we’re all huddled up (more students than professionals by the looks of it) in this 

auditorium and we’re being asked a question. What is Indian design? And I realize I don’t 

know. I don’t know  

whether I know what he means by that question or what that question actually means. 

I am not going to tell you who the guys talking up there were, you can find that out on the 

internet, this is more about what they said and the impact it had on us. What is this profession 

really about? What are the people that make it what it is like? Where do they come from? We 

were absorbing a present landscape of the profession, understanding people through their 

work in relation to their lives and backgrounds, through the people that they interact with and 

try to connect to. What were the networks being established? How was this community 

growing? Why did it need to grow? The theme for this year’s Design Yatra was 

‘Convergence*' and here we’re talking of people coming together to create. The one stop 

shop experience – thing; holistic as a lot would call it and why not?! I can’t think alone. I 

need someone to challenge me. Building a perspective isn’t easy, but how do I do it? How do 

I connect to people? I host a conference in Goa! What really does Goa have to do with design 

apart from being a really good venue for an international conference where among the 18  

speakers, if you’re bored, you could dream of hitting the beach, or say buying Tibetan silver 

at one of those Friday, Saturday or whatever markets… The options are great, but fortune is 

not, because in Goa it does rain.  

Post independence our government called upon an American couple, Charles and Ray Eames, 

who were industrial designers, to review and recommend a training program in design that 

would aid small scale industries and address the prime issues concerning design in the 

country. Design thinking was a thought process that was aroused during this time.  It helped 

people generate new ideas, challenge them and explore their own capacities. It helped build 

perspectives, questioned the streamlined, and put into effect a more radical yet practical way 

of thinking.  

 

But I look around me and I see a level of stagnation.  Not to forget all the talent pooled into 

making ‘Splitsvilla!’ But we’re part and parcel of this environment and I realize this all over 

again when I’m sitting in that auditorium listening to something about the lost Indian-ness in 



design. Where is it? Where did that thought process go? As a country we love to think of 

ourselves as diverse. Does that idea really exist anymore? We’ve become individualistic. 

 Each for his own.  

Art for art’s sake (or as investment).  

 

So we’re stuck with vested interests; and within all that, the want to be a moralistic 

businessman/woman. Whatever happened to the pure creative energy of the profession? The 

true-ness of the idea and the art form, in its simplest way? Was it eaten up by the big business 

plan or the rigid corporate strategy that a lot of Indian  

design firms seem to be adhering to? Business is not the ruling society. What is the image of 

Indian design right now? Inconsistent? Inspired not inspirational?  Sans identity? Superficial?  

We can see it around us in films and advertisements, urban and rural construction, city 

planning, governing bodies and community interface and transactions. What do we lack? Is it 

the idea, initiative or the interest? Why must everything be looked at through the lens of the 

capitalist? And I’m reminded of what Paula Scher (Pentagram) had to say: “I am a fan of 

commerce. All I want is conscience attached to it.” Maybe we need to look at the past again, 

to see where we lost track and what we lost track of. Maybe it is the Indian - ness that the 

Dutch guy on  

stage keeps harping on about. But outside the auditorium, we’re still trying to reach that 

‘international look’ and mind you, that is not meant to be confused with the ‘international 

standard’. Big Difference! We construct buildings made of glass and steel because they look 

international. The 'west' does it that way to make up for their lack of sunlight - and it becomes 

part of the trend.  

Why does the man from the desert wear that bright pink turban? Not because it’s a fashion 

statement, but because it’s practical. The turban varies from climate to climate. The man in 

the desert wears one so huge because the many layers prevent the heat of the sun from 

melting his head. The pink makes him distinct in a barren landscape and at night; the many 

layers of cloth come off to double up as his blanket. 

The conflict is between the old and new; tradition versus the contemporary. As Eric Scott 

said, “Design the relevant”. And maybe to find this ‘relevance’ we need to hit basics. Step 

back a little. The irony is that the ‘western’ style was actually derived from the Swiss style of 



graphic design. It originated as a rebellion against the visual clutter or sheer incomprehension 

and inconsistency of graphic art. Helvetica as a typeface being neutral, stable and functional 

came as an answer to these problems, and like the rag picker, cleaned up the streets of 

downtown graphic design. So everyone is adhering to something not really his or hers. There 

is no harm in a standard. All you need to do is make it your own. 

 An interesting thing was said about branding. That as an idea it stems from the basic human 

need to belong. It needs to act as a tool for leadership. It helps create an identity. Paul Belford 

and his firm ‘This is Real Art’, focus on graphic design with the ideology that the name in 

itself suggests: that this is real  

art. The art is intrinsic in the process of creation. The art is in sorting out the information.  

What is art?  

What is an art? 

*Convergence: The tendency of unrelated animals and plants to evolve superficially similar 

characteristics under similar environmental conditions. 

 

 


