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Spirited 
beings

Absolut’s Art Bar at the 

Hyatt, Chennai, featuring 

Lekha Washington’s works, 

was the quintessential 

experience of  blending 

contemporary art with fine 

spirits, in all senses of  the word.

By Radhika Mahendra Kumar

ADVERTISER’S FEATURE



Two installations greet patrons at the entrance 
of  the bar – ‘Noah’s Ark’, a display of  animals 
rushing out of  the Ark, not horizontally on the 
ground but vertically towards the sky, the fate 
of  the invisible Ark itself  begging a thought; 
and a diptych titled ‘Alone’ – one canvas 
featuring a lone figure, and the other, the same 
figure surrounded by a chaos of  material things 
crowding our lives in four equal quadrants – 
highlighting the loneliness and isolation of  man 
in today’s world. It does make one pause and 
reflect at the serendipity of  the moment – you 
are at a bar, looking at these art pieces, and 
contemplating the ‘Nature of  Things’, which, 
incidentally, was the theme of  the show.

Art bars are unique to the Absolut brand, and 
the company has been a pioneer in curating 
renowned artists to makeover and re-visualise 
existing spaces with their signature statements, 
or in creating specific installations at 
international exhibitions, such as Art Basel. 
If  US-based artist Mickalene Thomas trans-
formed the Galerie at Volkshaus, Basel, into an 
apartment environment, and Adrian Wong 
transformed the basement of  the Fringe Club 
in Central Hong Kong into an Absolut Art bar, 
then Mumbai-based artist and actor Lekha 
Washington has added her art collection as a 
perfect accent to the theme and feel of  the 
Hyatt Regency’s resident bar, 365 A.S.

Lekha Washington with
Alone (Diptych) at 

Absolut Art Bar, Chennai



Lekha Washington,
Alone (Diptych), 
Mixed-media assemblage,
7.4’ x 4’

Lekha Washington,
Mad Cow, 
Mixed-media assemblage,
4’ x 4’

Lekha Washington,
Mixed-media assemblage
for Absolut



It’s a smooth and fluid transition from the 
air-conditioned comfort zone of  the bar 
indoors to the terrace – The Arena – where the 
actual bar is set, facing one of  the arterial roads 
of  Chennai, yet curiously shielded from any 
noise. The foliage in front of  the building serves 
as a natural sound barrier to the terrace; as 
soon as one enters The Arena, the eye falls on 
the huge iron ball filled with helium, painted in 
rust and branded with the name Absolut. 
Titled Old Love, the sphere at once hints at the 
heaviness of  a feeling that’s both old and young. 
There is an initial struggle to get it up in the air, 
as the wind proved a spoilsport and threatened 
to steal the installation; in the end, Old Love 
had to be shackled to the floor, relegated to the 
earth, to be gazed over. The rest of  the art 
pieces displayed for the evening, peppered 
throughout the walls of  the bar, indoors and 
outdoors, were curated by Absolut, from 
Lekha’s previous collection which was shown in 
Mumbai last year. 

Speaking at the launch, the artist, who has a 
degree in Lifestyle Product Design and Film 
Direction from the National Institute of  Design 
(India), said, ‘I had total freedom to play with 
the concept and the materials. All pieces show-
cased here have been inspired by motifs and 
stories from mythology, environmental history 
and literature.’ She points out to one of  her 
installations that has been inspired by 30 
children’s rhymes, starting with a cow jumping 
over the moon. The artist has made use of  iron 
powder in almost all her art, creating nuanced, 
almost melancholy imagery of  elements that 
somehow magically complement the thumping 
beats and the svelte environment of  the Absolut 
bar at the Hyatt.

As the night progressed and the crowd 
thickened, the focus turned to the yin of  
the equation. The bar selection and the 
effervescent bartender’s performance for an 
appreciative audience were impressive, with 
the apple-based cocktail Iron Man, perhaps 
a homage to the iron-dusted art being show-
cased at the event, emerging as the winner. As

one leaves The Arena, it’s impossible not to 
glance at the enormous beer casket, specially 
sculpted after the quintessential Absolut bottle, 
featuring iron-dusted figurines of  humans and 
animals sculpted around its circumference, 
all reaching for an invisible focal point some-
where near the mouth of  the bottle. A theme 
of  danger and warning, served with a dose 
of  mythology, seems to pervade the artist’s 
creations and serving as an apt foil for the 
nature of  things, spirits notwithstanding. 

Nitin Tewari, Mixologist at 
Absolut Art Bar

Lekha Washington,
Old Love
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