Lead Feature

Capital Spaces

Meera Menezes takes stock of the changes in Delhi’s gallery scene.

LIKE THE SWORD OF DAMOCLES, THE THREAT OF SEALING
and demaolition has been hanging over the heads of gallery owners
in Delhi for the past couple of years, In the ron up 1o the
Commonwealth Games, scheduled to be hosted in the capital in
2010, there has been a major drive to shut down commercial
establishments located in residential/institutional areas, Faced with
the risk of closure, galleries have had to move out perforce from the
city’s centre and relocate to its periphery. Consequently, they have
shifted 1o industrial areas, o pockets of Lal Dora land (the revenue
term for afeddi areas or rural settlements thar existed in 1908, many
of which have been absorbed by the city and are now ‘urban
villages ) and even to the satellite towns of Gurgacn and Noida,

It i5 ironic that ar a ume when the art market is booming, prime
property in the centre of town cannot be bought for the love of
money, At aficionados now have o commute longer distances to
see shows., However, this enforced movement of galleries has not
been without its upsicde,

Spaced Qut

Galleries have more room at their disposal, mow that they have
shifted from small, cramped restdential quarters o large, actory like
spaces. Vadehra Art Gallery, for instance, re-located from its premises
in Defence Colony 1o d bigger gallery, It now occupics two [oors in
a building in the Okhla Induostrial Area.

Anant Art Gallery made a radical move when it shified w wo
different locations - you can visit it at both Lado Sarai and Noida.
Anant Art in Moida comprises two spanking new  buildings
dedicated exclusively to its exhibitions, Even an older gallery like
Gallery Espace. which is fortunate enough o be located within a
commercial complex, has expanded so that it now boasts three
levels of exhibition space. Having bigger spaces at their disposal
allows galleries to host big group shows and to accommodane larger
artworks. This, in turn, gives artists an opportunity o show their
massive installations in Delhi’s commercial galleries - before this,
they could only have been showcased abroad or ar 2 muscum,
Increasingly, galleries ocoupying factorv-like-spaces are being used
in intcresting ways. They cerainly provide curators with a plethora
of possibilities.

A number of gallerics which are now in close proximity to cach
other in Lado Sarai - like Gallery Threshold, Gallery Art Motif,
Artpilgrim Art Gallery and Anant Art Gallery - are working together
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o promote the area as an art hub, They are also in the process of
synchronizing the openings of their exhibitions, which would be a
boon for art lovers.

Areas outside the city centre were given a further fillip when
Bodhi Art moved to Gurgaon. Bodhi Art's exhibitions in Delhi,
however, have been nothing to write home abour - save, perhaps,
for the odd preview. The Devi Art Foundation is another important
imitiative in Gurgaon. Its ficst show was titled S0 Moring fnage
(from August 1o November 20083 and was curated by Decksha Nath,
The founder Anupam Poddar is a serious collector of cutting-cdge
contemporry Indian art, which he has been interested in for a long
time, S8 Mowing Ieage drew from his collection and reflectod
Poddar's eve for spotting risk-aking talent.

The search for space has also prompled some gallerics like
Gallery Nvya 1o go truly commercial and move into Delhi's
mushrooming malls, Some might argue that it is good for gallerics o
have a presence at more public venues so that they can reach our
o a wider audicnce, However, this particular sort of re-ocition
merely draw  our attention to  the

SCIVES [0 increasing

commadificarion of arr,

The expansion of spaces of commercial galleries and their move
away from the city centre has had an impact on the Visual Ans
Crallery at the India Habitar Centre. Given that galleries were carlier
housed in smaller residential spaces, the large area that the VAG
offered was snapped up for hosting a number of significant shows,
More recently, however, the VAG has slipped from ils pre-eminent
position. There have been other reasons for VAG's decline on the art
circuitApar from the expense of hiring it. the gallery is on offer for
short periods, which reduces the exposure the show pets. Moreover,
since no major aleerations can be made 1o the space (the walls, for
instance), only certain kinds of work can be displaved. Commercial
galleries, on the other hand, are increasingly open o experimental
modes of display.

The city proper has however managed (o get a thrust with the
opening of 2 new art complex in Connaught Plice by the Religare
Arts Initiative which launched its inaugural show in October. This
centre hopes 1o have an allencompassing  programme  with

documentaries, seminars, residencies and a library.

There las also been a shift in the mindser of gallery owners in

the city. The fact that galleries now participare in Art Fairs all over




e world - Hong Kong. Shanghai, London. Basel
Dubai - has exposed them o international
s and cutting-edge an. In keeping with the
aspiations of artists, gallery owners ane
wmore willing to showcase and fund video and
mance art. Nowhere wis this more evident
at KHOJ LIVE 08 The KHCY Performance Art
L which was sprewd over the city. Even staid
lieries like Palette Art Gallery agreod o host
and exhibitions linked 10 the Foestival. This
well for the capilals an sconc, since
thar galleries are now willing 1o think
the clinking of the cash register; and even
art forms that are not easy o sell.

Instaftation view of Oy Cife

Site, an exhibiton corsied by Latika Gupta &t Anant Ar (

Unfortunately, Apecjay Media Gallery, which
under the Directorship of Pooja Sood played a
pioncering role in showcasing video art in the
city, has now taken a hackscar, However, several
other galleries have rushed in o fill this lacuna
and have come forward to support shows whose
commercial success is not gurranteed. This was
exemplified dearly ot Wechanisnes of Motion,
the exhibition concentrating mainly on video an
that art critic Marta Jakimowicz curated for Anzint
Art Gallery in Febnuary 2008, While gallerists like
Peter MNagy at Nature Morte have  alwiays
encouraged new media art, others like Renu Modi

ar Gallery Espace are also beginning to jump into
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the frav. Modi's latest initiative, titled Video
Weelnesday. showgcases videos by three antists on
the last wednesday of every month. Next vear, the
gallery plans (o release a book featuring both the
participating artists and their work.

Flush with funds, galleries are also no longer
restricting themselves 1o hosting shows solely
within their own premises. They have begun o
rent spaces and work with public institutions for
major exhibitions. Examples of such important
initiatives include the Baghi Eai Refrospeciive,
which Bodhi Art sponsored at the NGMA in 2008,
and Anupam Sud's show sponsored by Palette Art
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v Marta Jakimewicz 2t Anant Ar Gallery in 2008,

Gallery at the Lalit Kala Akademi in 2007, Gallery owners in Delhi have started to network with galleries in other citics (both
in India and abroad) in order w organize travelling exhibitions of contemporary Indian art.

The Drive for Documentation

The paucity of literature on contemporary Indian art is finally being treated a5 a problem thar needs to be addressed,
In the past, art students and writers used to wring their hands in despair at the woefol lack of reading material on major
Indian artists and imponant exhibitions. Now, almost every gallery worth its salt publishes exhibition catzlogues and is
engaged in bringing out monographs on the artists they represent.

For instance, thanks to art historian Roobima Karode. Ashish Anand. Director of Delhi Art Gallery, has sponsored
sumptuous and welkresearched volumes on the artists the gallery represents. What 15 noteworthy is that Delhi Ar Gallery
does ot focus on flavour-ofthe-month artists: it deals with the work of artists who need o be acconded more recognition,
A case in point was the rerrospective it held of the Oslo-based arist Ambadas in 2008, The f5-vear-old antist was & founding
member of © 18907, a Delhi-based movement that at ene time tricd 1o set fisclf up against Western Realism and the legacy of
Ritja Ravi Varma. The retrospective was painstakingly put together by the gallery, which sourced Ambadas” artworks from

majer art collections.

Vadehra Amt Gallery (VAG) and Nature Morte have always believed in the value of good documentation. Recently,
however, other galleries have woken up 10 its importance as well. Ar Alive Gallery has come oot with an excellent
publication titled Faces of Indian Art: Throwgh the Leas of Newal <chosh. This book provides photographic documentation
of fifty-two artists in their studios.

VAG has also converted its Defence Colony space into an art hookshop and reading room. The Latter is stocked with a

range of journals, intermational art magazines and hooks on art and films, which can be perused for [ree by students and art
lovers alike. Vadehra Bookstore is a welcome addition o the scene, as eardier, books and films on art were only available at
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Raqs Media Collective. lozdlaion view ooaummy Dogafion (), 2002, aad Co-oniinate fapa), D02, 3 Natere Sorie m i

ilivgn hibearies and the NGMA The gallery has
alss w1 np the  Foundation  for
Coprtbemyorrary Art (FICA), which has 3 number of
daffcrent wdls. Among them, is the pan to
cuablndt 2 comdemponary MM muncuwml i Newe
Dol b Jobo FICA & abo in the proces of
bandduy: up an archive of contemporan antisis
and has sestituted 2 voary Rescanch Fellowship o
heip promaete entical writing on an. The FICA
Emrpung Ariist Award 2008 was given 1o Banda:
Based artist sathyvassnd Mohan

Indlian

Walking the Talk

In an atienmp 1o educate the viewing public
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= sl thoreby enthuse new collectors - galleries
are organizing lectures by anisis and slide shows
of their work This gives the public 2 chance o
intoract with artists. Delhi has fow spaces and
cvents that are Jedicaled o promading a
disgourse on visual ant practiccs (with the
rrable oxoepaion of the annual Cultoral fessival
Manthan, so these new indtiatives ane welcome
adalitaons, A Teast, ey ventune 1o establish otlwr
praradigas of acsthetic value than the prices tlhae
Trichan artists are achieving @l sucteons.

While these new ventunes afe commmemdablc
the contemponry Indian an oxhibdions that oo

have seen over the st year have contained a

mixed hag of offenngs Fow galleries 30 r
showcasing cuttinggodge a0, Muny artists beel
despite the boon in the 2 market, galleries e
really conoermed with their longtorm weller
suvorss Artists, i turm, oo il ool 2 sorse of b
toands snccific gallores and e willing fo s.u.l
their allcgaenoes of a botter doal b olffonod 10 them

Feter Nagvs Nature Mone has ©
presented good solo shiows: frogs Shoba Chhachls’
exluibstion Wingee Pillgrfme | Chwossicle from Lae
M o Siahu Seins Seir Bords
Multipde  Movfias in November 2007, Nag e
bovn supponive of progressive an malisves be
Fuas iy userring ove for Bigh dquality work aml hue

w Jangn




Josh PS5, Who Owes the Peocock The

promoted Indian art and artists at various Biennales
and Art Fairs abroead

Aromt An Gallery, which i owned and num by
Mmts Sinphania, alo encourages voung artists
l‘tl‘ill‘lr.in new modia. It is engouraging o sec that
commercil considerations often Lake @ hack scat at
ARt - for instance, in shows like Meclanfsins oif
Pltion curated by Marta Jakimowicz or in solo
Shems by aniss ke Sheila Makhijand and Atal
il However, the quality of the aniss thar the
eTy reprcsents i, at times, uneven,

Inthe past, Vadehra Art Gallery concentrated
Modern art. OF kate, though, iLs programming

includes many more exhibitions of contemporary

Indian art. Click ! Cantermporary Photograply:
frt Inedia, a large show on photography in March
2008 was commendable although it could have
been more discriminating in its selection ol
artists. One of the more memorable exhibitions m
VaAG's Okhla space was curited by Vidva Shivadas
from the 9th of April to the 3nd of May 2008,
Fiwiel Structures = Gender and Abstraction
(1975 - 2008) focused on female artists (such as
Gargi Raina, Masecen Mohamedi and Zarina
Hashmi} working with abstraction.

Even

Gallery  Espace, known for con-

centrating on Modern art, is slowly shifting gears

and encouraging work by younger artists. Palette
A Gallery. run by Rohit Gandhi and Rahul
Khanna, has also been showcasing video works
by artists like Gigi Scaria and Pratul Dash

New gallerics continue 1o pop up in the
capital, hoping to cash in on the art market
boom. [ronically, some of the older, morc
established ones like An Heritage. which has
hardly had any worthwhile shows, are being
phased out of the gallery cincut. Of course, the
litmus test for the Delhi an scene will really
arrive when (and i) the market for an nosedives,
Until then, both galleries and artists can rake in

the shekels unchecked.
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