i-spectacled

Indophile artist

With his love for jewels, given his long stint at Cartier, and his
obsession with India, which he visits three times annually,
OLAF VAN CLEEF has taken to creating one-off bejewelled
works of art centred around Indian iconography

RY SHERNAAZ ENGINEER

LAF VAN CLEEF, self-ap-

pointed Indian Ambassador

(may his tribe increase), has
been visiting the country deter-
minedly for & decade-and-a-half,
The wanderful Frenchman dons
Lwi avatars,

Duaring the day, he is the spiffily
suited Sales Associate at Cartier,
-sc!lh‘.nuF diamonds to the interna-
tonal glitterati, who flock to the
iconic joailliers’ Nagship store on
13 Rue De La Paix, Pll'fﬂ-. He has
been doing this for 27 years. and
confesses he adores il ] cannol
drape myself in diamonds and ex-
quisite jewels as nelther am [ an
Indian prince, nor an Indian God!”
he smiles, “Bul 1 En{ur seeing my
clients glitter as | sell them exqui-
site jewellery.”

So much for his day job.
By mnight, he is the slightly
dishevielled artst whin dons three

airs of spectacles (Gne on top of
Fhe ntharpfcand maore about ﬂlnt
later) and savours his untiring
lubour of love as he creates his
unigue artwistks. An exhibition of
them just concluded ar the Cym-
oz At Gallery.

Insommniac Artist

OF his unusual artistic odyssey
he explains, "1 need very litde
sleep, I'm awake by 3 am and |
start painting untll about 8.30
every morming. Then 1 go to work.
| enjoy the strong synergy between
my job ar Cartier and my paini-
ings. You see, | use a lot of
Swarovksi crystal and chocolate
wrappers in my paintings — basi-
cally, shiny bits. And I'm sellin
shiny bits all day at work! So it's
one and the same thing.”

His artworks do ﬁaw jewel
tones and rwinkle with crystals
and, not unexpectedly, his latest
exhibition (hes had several al-

& wif

ready) Bejewelled Mo-
saics, Using the gouache tech-
nique on paper, he creates Indian
lconography (his main theme) and
some eye-catching abstracts, with
fine detailing that gives his work a
miniamure/mosaic effect.

Auschwitz Holocaust

Reflecting on his India connec-
tion, which underping most of his
artworks, he explains, "My great

mother had her h n
n India in 1935. | came here in
1965 with my grandmaother, when |
was 15-years-old. We stayed for a
manth at the Ta] Mahal Hotel, We
came by boat. My grandmother (a
German Christian) had lived in
India for six years after she mur-
ried my grandfather, a Dutch Jew.
It was unsafe in the 19408 for them
to live in Europe, with Nazi rage
against the Jews,

“In 1944, when they thought
It was safe, they e?én India
for France. A few months later,
my grandfather was caught and
deporied to Auschwitz. That was
the last anyone heard of him. In
fact, many men of the Van Cleel
family died at Auschwitz, and I'm
the last male member in the jew-
ellery business.”

The Vun Cleefs have a haloed
name in the gems trade and Olaf
virtually had his destiny marked
out for him in diamonds. Of his
late prandmother he savs, "She
wore a heautiful six carat ring on
one hand, and a five caral one on
the other. As a young boy, all that
my eyves caught was the rwinklin
of her diamonds as [ hel
heer hand.”

He lost his French mother ar 18-
manths, when she died at the

Ivary Coast where his father was
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based. Back in France, his paternal
grandmother raised him. “When 1
wits good, her dismond-encrusted
han would lovingl Ent my
cheeks. When | was bad, those di-
amonds Maghed as [ got a smack!
But she spoke of India and when |
wias 15 she brought me here. |
remember how happy she was
to be back in Bombay, where

she had spent happy times with
my ather and their many
Parsi fricnds.®
Taj in the '60s

As he mentloned, they stayved at
the Taj for a month. “We were at
the Bella Vista suite and mytg:md-
maother wanted to change the fur-
niture! 50 we were faken to the
basement of the hotel, where they
stocked antigues, and she picked
what she wanted, She fancied a big
bhrass bird cage and got it brought
up. Next afternoon, we went to
Crawford Market and bought a
bunch of pink-plumed parrots.
Can you imagine we came to the
Taj and put those parrots in the
u?\l{.u inside our suite! Before we
lefi, we opened the door and let

them fly across the Gateway,”
Undoubtedly, all this has
coloured his ation with

such vibrancy that he finds ir easy
to create, on paper, illusionary
Hm;ﬁ:‘ﬁ of Gods, g?l m:dhu.qui-
gite A i v in his very
chic style. g

Art and Jewellery

“You could say | do ecn=|paint-
ings.” he offers. "All the foil 1 use
in my artworks is fmom discarded
chocolate  wrapping  strew
across Parfs.”

Pnrluhhm !thr:etﬂgrm_;]r “Uin yes,
everywhere,” he adds. “On my way
o work, 1 keep picking up the
wrappers, Of course, | tum around
mhnmi;r !‘I.I:;II'IEID ;ml: is hukmﬁ
al Bl & fOr someone
gold for me!™
He snips the fail into one-mil-
limetre squares and then scces-
sories. them  with  Swarovski
crystals. The work is 50 minute
that he needs the magnifving ef-
fect of three sets of spectacles,
pushed one atop the other,
Of course, his career at Carller
continues io be his mainsiay. “Peo-
le from all aver the warld come to
er. Nowadays, women come
by themselves and buy whalever
wiunt, They're wo
don't need rich men to gift them
jewellery. They dare to fulfil their
dreams.

Shopping ai Cartler

S0, what does a working girl
dare to buy at Cartier? *The Cartier
three-rings in yellow, pink and
white gnlgl.gls my top-seller. [ must
have sold over 3000 pieces and it's
still fiying off our shelves, It cosis
G600 Euros, but for women who
cannot afford it we have the three-
ring scarf —{t's for 150 Euros and is

also popular.”

t keeps him coming back to
India, considering his life Is so per-
fectly sei in Paris? “Indla gets ﬁ{-
ter every time I visit,” he exuits,
challenging our jaded vision, He
seems Lo see only the good things!
“T'he India is shining,” he asserts,
"so many changes are happening.
The tiny Tata car, for instance, the
concept that It ean be for every-
one, i incredible. India is the
country for tomorrow.” ]



