Room 310

Photographs by Jackie Chettur

A decade ago, when travelling home for Christmas from Australia, I stayed overnight at the Hotel Nikko at Kansai airport in Japan. A newly built palace of glass, marble and steel, for which an entire island was built in Osaka Bay, the airport is crowned with an almost unimaginably large hotel. Despite being blunted by a long flight, ascending into the hotel’s lobby directly above the arrivals hall, one still feels the keen pulse of modernity. A pulse not felt at Heathrow since… well, since the days when it was called an aerodrome.

The Japanese take on international modernism has its own peculiarities (such as the beautiful vitrines in the lobby displaying intricate plastic models of all the dishes available in the restaurant), yet is ground out in the pursuit of the inoffensive vernacular. My room, a peculiar amalgam of Tudorbethan and Regency styles was strikingly at odds with all the ‘smooth and shiny’ downstairs. Hotel rooms are like that. If airports are the naves of modernity, thronged with worshippers, hotel rooms are its confession boxes. Places where the invisible accretions of countless minor ‘off the plan’ oversights, assumptions and neglections quietly come to rest and crave stylistic forgiveness. They are to architects what Davy Jones’s locker is to sailors.

In 310, a set of meticulously made photographs, Jackie Chettur captures and develops what is outwardly an interior design cul-de-sac into something uniquely beautiful. The pictures carefully weave together the genres of interior painting, cinematography and the filmic mise en scène. In doing so, they concentrate and reify the multiple ambiguities of the hotel room with which we are all familiar.

Despite the faintest of echoes of the interiors genre here, there is much going on that would serve to take this project beyond the straightforwardly depictive, although interestingly, some of the pictures seem to be just that and nothing more.1 They are presented to us as a single sweep of images. Named collectively after the hotel room in which they where taken, we are given to understand that they are all differing vistas in the same room (although it is easy to miss this detail when drawn under their spell). They are devoid of human presence. There is no indication of the time of day. Rather than timeless, they are frozen in time. Their points of view and the way they are cropped indicate a camera led, cinematic, composition, as opposed to a constructed painterly one. They have an unreal, almost saccharine colour, by turns sumptuous and queasy.

All of this would seem to imply that the considerations of film and theatre are of key importance, and there is one more crucially visible element that gives this away. Certain things within the pictures are handmade by the artist. Look closely at the flowers and you will see they are made of paper. Observe the drapery with which chairs are dressed. No Marriott has silk and damask of that quality. These then, are clearly pictures of the hotel room-as-film-set. There is artistry in the manner in which it is dressed and artistry, the other side of the lens, in the way in which it is captured.

To speak of film sets is ever so slightly misleading. There are no actors, or if there are, they are absent. These are not moving images. More accurately, they are photographs that evoke by association with – and through – film. And they do this in spades. This is one of their great strengths. For me, they are redolent of the 1950s, with a colouring akin to that of The Talented Mr Ripley (1999), Anthony Minghella’s adaptation of Patricia Highsmith’s 1955 novel, or on the television, Matthew Weiner’s Mad Men (1997-2010). Where does this come from? How does the cinematic sedulously creep into these pictures? There are, in fact, two types of colour at work here. All that is handmade by the artist, along with all their interventions in front of camera has a slightly heightened colour, a Technicolor of sorts. The other colour is perhaps whatever the camera picks up. The works in 310 are perhaps made in techni-technicolor, so to speak. 

Whilst cinema’s early use of Technicolor is useful in providing a mechanical slant on what is going on here, a way of understanding the pictures’ inner workings, it does not provide much help in addressing the ‘cultural’ content. Many early Technicolor films owe their cultural value to what happened to them after theatres ceased showing them. Although Victor Fleming’s The Wizard of Oz of 1939, cited as an example discussed by the artist in relation to these works, was fairly successful at box office, what makes it interesting, culturally, was that, through constant global televisual repetition, it grew into something else.2
310 underscores the idea that colour can evoke a particular moment in time, yet since its components are bound to the picture plane and hung on walls, its evocation is fundamentally different to that of cinema. There are limits to the relationship of still and moving imagery. A cinematic reading of these works is fine if pure escapism is your thing, less so if you are in pursuit of some sort of visual truth. The Edwardian age was – as far as colour goes – no more sepia toned than any other, and yet, thanks to the likes of Merchant and Ivory, we all, right now, to varying degrees, carry a particular impression of it as such. The result is an impasse. An historico-chromo-filmic hell. Not so much room 310 as room 101.

I would like to suggest that what prevents this impasse from taking hold, and what gives these pictures a wonderfully flexible convoluted quality, are the myriad ‘invisible accretions’ of which I wrote at the outset. They keep popping up here and there to remind us that this is not just a straightforward imbrication of the cinematic. They are the physical residues that result from the imperfect quest for modernity. They affirm these works as art.3
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1.
The interiors of the Danish painters Vilhelm Hammershøi (1864-1916) and Peter Ilsted (1861-1933) in particular.

2.
I am grateful to Chris Brown and Anthony Shapland for bringing to my attention The Wizard of Oz in relation to these works. For a fuller reading of the role colour plays in the film, see Batchelor, D. Chromophobia, 2000, London: Reaktion Books. In the days before the Second World War, Walter Benjamin had concluded that film could either glorify the actions of the proletariat in the present (as suited the communists at the time) or re-structure the past to justify a despotic vision of the future (as suited the fascists at the time). What is ironic is that at precisely this moment The Wizard of Oz was taking film in neither of these directions, but down a rather different road. A road lined with millions of cathode ray tubes rather than yellow bricks.

3. 
A suitable alternative to The Wizard of Oz, through which to consider these pictures, is Sophia Coppola’s elegant Lost in Translation (2003), set in Tokyo’s Park Hyatt, a shade more up-market than the Nikko in Kansai. It takes as subject matter the cultural misunderstandings arising out of how we negotiate a globalised post-modern. I would like to suggest that its characters act out a sociological equivalent to the modernist compromise which architects and interior designers face when addressing the hotel room. Interestingly, it is less Technicolor and more watercolour.

