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Arupa for Foundation 1: Clay Task - Akshara Devata 

a g rao 

 
Abstract: The article, "Arupa for Foundation1: Clay Task - Akshara Devata," introduces a framework for design 

education focused on holistic, culturally informed learning, beginning with foundational tasks in clay. This 

framework, comprising elements such as aesthetic order, body learning, active silence, and multisensory 

engagement, is designed to foster creativity, spatial awareness, and self-reflection in students from both technical 

and other backgrounds. An introductory task—transforming 2D letterforms into 3D worship objects—encourages 

students to deeply engage with material properties, metaphoric thinking, and cultural symbolism. While the 

framework envisions AI and VR as complementary tools to enhance visualization, feedback, and immersive cultural 

experiences, it remains grounded in sensory-based, hands-on learning. By promoting cross-disciplinary connections 

and reflective practice, this comprehensive approach to design pedagogy prepares students for complex, culturally 

sensitive design challenges. The author plans to further develop this framework in future articles, examining 

additional tasks introduced to students. 

Background 

I was at NID(National Institute of Design) in the 1st batch of students trained (perhaps as a future resource as 
trainers) in Product Design. Incidentally 7 of the 12 students who completed the programme did enter into Teaching! 
We had a year-long grilling into Foundation courses. Somehow, we never worked with clay to learn ‘Form’, though 
there was ceramic studio at NID! Probably an Ulm hangover to be unlike Bauhaus and not to drift into Art mode! We 
carried the same spirit for ‘Teaching of Form at IDC’ with Prof.S.Nadkarni, an Ulmer, at the helm.  

My stint at MIT and exposure to Creative Trainings at MIT(USA), CEF (Creative Education Foundation) at Buffalo, SES 
(Synectics Education System) with WJJ Gordon, and discussions with Jay Doblin, Howard Gruber, Donald Schon.., in 
1980, as a UNESCO scholar, had its impact on my thinking.  Some life experiments at that time also re-oriented my 
‘self’ or ‘Inner Order’ significantly. 
Further to this, long reflections on my 10 years of teaching ‘Form and Design’ at IDC, had prepared me to introduce 
new innovative tasks to teach ‘Form’ to Mdes students who were graduates in either engineering or architecture. 
Majority were engineers.  

I had tacitly realized that so-called ‘Foundation programmes’, in principle, contradict with the notion of ‘Practice to 
Theory’! Even before Bauhaus, Italy had a Tradition of learning design in apprenticeship mode and had produced 
talented designers. When one learns from practice, one draws ‘meanings’ from the projects one works on, the 
designers/architects one works with the political philosophy in practice! Practice happens in a real life situation 
dealing with fragmented boundaries created by social, economic and political forces. These boundaries are dictated 
by a particular project and often not conducive to generalize. 

The significant introduction of ‘Foundation programme’ happened at Bauhaus, which brought new thinking into 
learning design, with ideal values. It suited India which became ‘Independent in 1947’ and was trying to break from 
its shackles of thinking under a long foreign rule. The nation was looking for new thinking in design for transforming 
the country!  

Stalwarts like Rabindranath Tagore had already made great strides in ‘Art education’ in that mode! Gandhiji’s Nayee 
Talim supported by Vinobaji later, and ‘J.Krishnamurti-Foundation Schools’ started with ‘Free Thinking as a basis’ 
were other great experiments at school level education.  

Foundation programme for post graduates, which we went through for a year at NID was a significant experiment. 
IDC adopted the programme of NID by shrinking it to fit into a 2year M des programme. Though the course was 
committed to holistic thinking, it was divided into parts as separate courses to be taught by separate teachers just 
like in all other fragmented programmes earlier! But small number of students and dedicated faculty ensured the 
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holistic nature of inputs. The imbibing of new values came from general attitudes, approach, relationship with 
teachers, etc.,  

‘Form’ tasks were rooted in ‘syntactics’ and students who were already trained as engineers had difficulty in seeing a 
‘meaning in the tasks’ assigned. Students with Architecture background thought they had already gone through 
Foundation. It was a challenging situation to teach ‘Form”! There was a demand for problems set similar to their 
earlier education by engineers.  ‘Open ended tasks like ‘Take clay for the day, explore the material and make what 
you like’, did not make much sense to students! That is when I started creating tasks with specific ‘objective or 
challenge’ to make them meaningful to the students! Basic design moved into a semantic zone. Clearly overall 
objective of ‘Foundation’ was to develop the ‘imagination’ of students with selected materials and processes, in new 
domains of expression. To dwell, dialogue and debate with others in class as well as with instructors was the 
methodology. 

Form-Learning has two components of Imagination as mentioned in an earlier article. (1)  

• Seeing things metaphorically! Or making a metaphoric connection in 3D objects or entities.  

• Discovering the ‘aesthetic order’ as an ‘abstraction’ in that metaphoric translation.  

I experimented this zone of engagement with clay, year after year, after an incidental start. 

We had a ‘seminar cum workshop’ on ‘Pottery’, in early eighties at IDC. My colleague Abdul Gaffoor, who was 
heading the ceramic studio was the force behind the event which happened at IDC, IITBombay. 

By participating in the event, I became familiar with un-refined clay/mud which was not expensive and ‘good to play 
with’ and ‘throw on the wheel’. I even made an innovative stove in clay. This was a double walled ‘Chula’(wood 
burning stove) with an air gap in between to act as an insulator!  

Clay tasks in Foundation  

With ever energetic Gaffoor as a co- instructor, I initiated the first task in clay. Time allotted was only a day.  

Foundation Clay Task 1 

Akshara Devata (Letter Goddess)  

Problem posed: Take a Letter in any language and create an object of Worship  

In Hindu tradition letter forms are worshipped, people even hesitate to step on a printed old newspaper, wearing a 
footwear. The letter ‘AA’(short in pronunciation) in telugu and kannada  
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A student had taken letter ‘Aa’, which is common letter in two south Indian languages ‘Telugu’ and ‘Kannada’. A 
discussion with student took place. Challenge was to imagine a 3D shape to a letter which only exists in 2D (2 
dimensions), and the shape to be created to be seen as an ‘object’ of worship! An object of worship gets elevated, 
may have back ground shape elements to encode the ‘Power or energy to worship. The student was handling the 
clay for first time. He learnt coiling as technique to build the shape. 

 2. Letter w  
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 The student who took letter ‘w’, saw it as a ‘trishul’ (lord Shiva’s weapon) metaphorically.  
But the problem was, Trishul made and shaped in iron or steel, rather flat and unsuitable to imitate in clay. How can 
it become a 3 dimensional shape? It needs to depict power of ‘Lord Shiva’ the destroyer. What the student saw 
metaphorically was based on ‘rupa’, the manifested shape, not ‘form’(arupa, the un-manifested). ‘3D- shape’ in clay 
to depict ‘arupa’, demanded ‘Imagination’! I guess, an unknown territory of ‘imagination’ prevailed for a while in 
student’s mind. Perhaps further dialogues helped in shaping of ‘power of Trishul’. Serrated spine line captured the 
sharpness and the light and shadow added to the mystery!  

‘Form is ‘Poetry’. Here it is the ’aesthetic order’of ‘poetry in clay’ for the learner to become a designer. Imagination 
often takes place ‘tacitly’ with kinaesthetic sense in operation. Learner may not be aware of it. Photographing with 
studio lighting consolidated the ‘image’!  

When others, watching the outcome respond, appreciate a pleasant memory is formed, which gets enfolded along 
with the abstracted image and associated word’. Such knowledge is retained for generalization. It can manifest or 
unfold as creative acts in many ways. For example, it may result in a new ‘font’.  

 

   3.Letter ‘Oh’ in Tamil 

     
 

                                              student: Peer Sathique     
 
 
Peer took the ‘Manthan’ or ‘Churning of the Ocean’ in Hindu Mythology as inspiration for his clay model, 
like many others in the class. 
 
↓ 
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4. Letter ‘t’ 

 
 

  t  

 

 

Letter ‘t’ had less problems to take a 3D shape of its own.  

The same story of ‘Manthan’, which gave many boons when it was  

churned for ‘Amrut’ (nectar) was the theme.. Its shape in clay had  

an effective integration of process.   

 

↓ 
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5. Letter ‘Ha’ in Devanagari    

                                                                           

                ह                                      

 

 In case of letter ‘Ha”, the organic tray as background gave a successful support for  

the theme to depict ‘Object of worship’.  

 

6.Letter ‘Ka’ in Devanagari  
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7. Letter V  

 

 

        V 
 

In letter V, student used the head of animal metaphorically.  

 

8. Letter i-1 

  

   i 
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9.Letter i-2 

 

  

               i  
 

10.Letter i-3 

 

           i  
Three versions of letter ‘i’ at ‘rupa’ level, were done by the same student who had an   
 architectural backgrond.   

      

    ↓ 
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11. Letter X  

  X 
 

12. Letter ‘La’ in Devanagari  

  

              ळ  

      

 
      A general form in the minds of students emerged as something coming up, from ground or sea into an   
       upright position.  n. Training in Imagination to respond to a suggested ‘statement or set of words’,  
       in terms of designing and making in clay started with the task. 

           ↓ 
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13.0 Check list for ‘Frame work of Arupa for Foundation’ 

  
We can look at the overall effect of the clay task in ‘arupa’ frame work, keeping the check list below as a guide. The checklist can 

evolve into general format as we progress by applying it as a ‘screen’ to look at other tasks later. 

 

 

 

Check list for Frame work of Arupa for Foundation 

 

1.0 Aesthetic Order  

  1.1 Imagination 

 In Syntactic zone  

  In Semantic zone 

1.2 Body Learning 

 Feeling Materials and processes 

 Re-setting body memory as new knowledge 

 Use of tools and technology 

2.0 Multisensory Perception 

2.1 Sensitization, Senses as Orders 

          Senses: Vision, Sound, Smell, Taste, Touch, Kinesthetic  

 Sense experience which dominated in the task 

 Connections to other senses, Potentials  

 Language connections to act as means to retain memories 

 3.Active Silence 

 Dialogues  

 Eco system for Learning 
4. Addressing the Inner Order 

 Narratives remembered  
By students and teacher 

 Use of questionnaire to collect data from students on 
 their learning experience  

 Critical discussions with other faculty on the particular task  
based on student response 

5. New digital Technologies-AI, VR, etc., 

    Examining possible ways of Integration  

   6. Cross disciplinary Connections.  

   6.1 Techniques, tools, practices, procedures 

   6.2 Process Documentation 

 By student 

 By teacher/pedagogue 

  7.0 Reflections on strategic role of design 

         To transform ways of Learning in Schools   

       

         ↓                                                                                                                     
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14.0 Aesthetic Order (AO) 

         Aesthetic Order in design operates at two levels as Spiritual Silence and Active Silence!  

         It acquires a spiritual dimension when beauty is perceived in ‘arupa, the implicate order’. 

         But AO operates as ‘Active Silence’ at the level of ‘Rupa’ or ‘manifested order in design’.  

         Loius Kahn, a legendary architect, brings the nature of aesthetic order in his own way in his  

         famous poem ‘Order Is’. 

                       Order does not imply Beauty 
                                                ………………..          
                          Design is not making Beauty 
                                                             …………………… 
                                   Order is Intangible 
                                                            It is a level of creative consciousness 
                                                                forever becoming higher in level 
                                                                   The higher the order the more diversity in design. (2) 

 

           Aesthetic Order, learnt in design, is in the sphere of Imagination, Multisensory Perception,    

           Problem framing, Concern for sustainability, Social Harmony, etc., which are examined in the   

           context of the clay task,’Akshara Devata’.                    

14.1 Imagination 

 As discussed with reference to letters Aa and W, an imagination rooted in feel of clay took place. ‘Clay can be 
added and scooped to remove rather than cut unlike POP’- was demonstrated by Mr. Gaffoor in my presence. He also 
showed several wooden tools for shaping clay which he had innovated. Discussions took place on special clays, and 

general clay used for earthen ware, terracotta. Arupa of clay was also discussed. In Indian social context, ‘mud’ is 
seen as ‘dirty’ by typical middle class. This becomes an enfolded value, limiting creative thinking at 
subconscious level. Mud is a type of clay used for earthen ware is not known generally. The task became a 
means to remove any psychological barrier encoded as dirty material in the minds of students. 

 A tacit ‘Body knowledge’ of skill in handling clay as material by feel with appropriate tools and techniques 
would have developed in the students. This got expressed as ‘confidence’ in shaping clay, later.     

 The semantic zone introduced (by design), to imagine a 3D shape of a letter form, which existed only in 2D, 
created an unknown space of ‘imagination’ for the students. It became a base to delve in to its arupa with 
the associated imagery. Thus power of ‘Trishul’ unfolded as a tacit knowledge in clay with serrations catching 
the attention in case of letter ‘W’. Its innate potential was revealed when photographed with right lighting. 

In the task, each ‘letter’ provided a unique semantic zone to explore. There was no mechanical rule. The 
arupa of each letter with its connected meaning shaped the tacit imagination of each student. 

               How can such specific ‘unit of abstracted knowledge’ be generalized in to a system of thought or catagory?   

Again, student is in the general eco-system of design school, which facilitates him/her to link or connect 
his/her Imagination over a course of time. For example, clay ‘w’ in the task can unfold into a new ‘Trishul- 
font’ with each letter acquiring its identity (may be) based on the unique serrations’, when expertise in font 
design is gained in a typography class. 

14.2 Multisensory Perception 

 Kinaesthetic sense dominated the task. Vision had a role of feedback in terms of how it looks in connection 
with the semantic theme ’devatha’ or ‘goddess’. Concepts like ‘balance’, ‘flow’ were tacitly learnt with the 
property of clay. The task provided means to learn ‘Clay can be added and scooped to remove rather than cut 
unlike POP’, through kinaesthetic sense, for the students. 

 Interestingly, sense like ‘smell’ did not come into fore, though in India, it is often associated with the smell of 
cow dung. As can be generally seen in villages, mud or clay is mixed with cow-dung for application on walls 
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and floor of huts and houses.  The mixture is also applied on bamboo baskets for grain storage in states like 
Bihar, Bengal, Jharkhand etc.,  

     14.3 Active Silence 
                On ‘reflection’ I can say that ‘Active Silence’ or total engagement of students and Instructors was there to a    
               great extent during the task. Contributing factors were: 

  Dialogues  
 There was ample time for dialogues between the students and Instructors as the student number was only   
  12. One to one discussions with Instructors was possible for each student.  Tacit dialogue took place when    
  Students started making as Mr. Gaffoor and me were helping them physically. Individual dialogues went   
  beyond the class room hours and days. 

   Eco system for Learning 

Such a task was the first time to happen in IDC. We had enough table space for all the students to work in 
the ceramic studio. Some students made use of outside open space as well. It generated tremendous 
excitement among the students and faculty as the results could be seen in a day. Of course many students 
worked till late outside class hours as they got deeply involved. Clay work also needs to be kept moist with 
wet cloth if long gaps are there in working. Main advantage is there would be no dry dust while working. 

                Students were free to go out or take small breaks as well as play their own music in the class. An informal 
friendly atmosphere prevailed. Students from other classes started peeping in just to watch, which added 

                 to the excitement. Other faculty members also dropped in for short periods.  
 
14.4 Addressing the Inner Order 

It seems the ‘task’ had shaped the Inner Order of Instructors and students in some ways.   It gave confidence to 

‘Me’, to introduce ‘clay task’ as the first task in ‘Form course’ year after year. Gaffoor’s unbeatable enthusiasm 

was a great support. I came out with tasks like ‘Masks’, Family of turned forms (1) and ‘metamorphosis’ for the 

subsequent batches. The task left a mark in our faculty colleagues. Prof. Sreekumar who was a student, then, 

introduced tasks in ‘letter forms in 2D metamorphosing into 3D shapes later in VC programme.  

Studio photography of each of task was done by IDC staff, as students were new! These brought a new 

perception of the ‘Form of letters’ to students, increasing their ‘Confidence’ to shape their Inner Order.   

 However, we did not create formats to gather data from students like asking them to write about 
their individual ‘learning experience’ or ‘reflections’. 

 Critical discussions with other faculty on the particular task did not take place.   
    

 14.5 New possibilities with multiple sense inputs and digital Technologies-AI, VR,..: 

            In eighties, AI, VR technologies had no presence.  

           Current possibilities with AI and VR in the new frame work of Arupa!  

 Exploration of intermodal links to other senses like smell, taste or sound. 

 Beat of drum which goes with ‘Shiva’, and addition of dance of Shiva (also called Nataraja)  
      can enhance the multi sense perceptions to leave a deep memory. 

 VR tools can bring inter-continental cultural experiences linked to the theme 
 

   14.6 Cross disciplinary Connections.  

             Cross disciplinary connections can happen at tactical and strategic levels. 

  14.6.1 Tactical level. 

               At tactical level special tools and techniques used in other disciplines can be adopted for clay and         

               POP and vice versa. For example, tools and techniques used in dentistry, Jewelry were inspirational for   

               developing special tools for clay and POP by Mr.Gaffoor. 

  14.6.2 Strategic level 
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              At strategic level documentation of Teaching Learning processes  

 by student 

and 

 by teacher/pedagogue 

could have significant application and impact on other fields. 

The present article is in that direction with future scope in mind. 

 

      14.7 Reflections on strategic role of design 
     Importance of Multisensory perceptions is getting recognised in progressive schools  

     in many countries. In India it would have a social and political significance. 

     The clay task talked about to teachers and authorities could lead to its   

     adoption in progressive urban schools as well as spreading to village level municipal schools.     

     It has the potential to bring in a Govt. Policy to make a local potter a ‘visiting teacher’,   

     across the Country, causing a fundamental change in social structure. Pride in   

     working with hands may find a new positioning for traditional potters and other craft persons, 

     giving respect and social importance to them.   

  -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Mdes 84-86- Batch 6  

1.Nilesh Desai  

2.Viswas Hittalmani  

3.Sanjay Jain  

4.Atul Kedia  

5.Peer Sathique  

6.Kasmira Rathod  

7.S.S Badami  

8.Dipan Shah  

9.A.H.Shelke  

10.V.M.Simhan  

11.GN Sriram  

12.Nitin Urdhvarshe  

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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