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Contemporary Indian Art: Turbulent Belonging
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Contemporary Indian art has become the site
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and museums at large.

for an unprec series of i
at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Individual and institutional collectors, market
speculators, commercial galleries and public
museums, university departments and pub-
lishing houses, all seem to have arrived at a
realization of the significance of contempo-
rary art in India with a degree of enthusi

The r P art produc-
tion and systems of patronage is of course
neither new nor surprising.? To understand
the international emergence of "contempo-
rary Indian art”, it is therefore necessary to
pay attention to historical specificities that
underlie this phenomenon, and to ensure that
these di i are not lost in the noise of

that would have seemed improbable a decade
age. Commercial galleries and auction hous-
es are either mushrooming in major Indian
cities, or taking an active interest in this
newly lucrative sector of the art market from
their overseas locations. The already vibrant
domestic market [since the early 1980s at
least] is now finding itself in active competi-
tion with a range of international interests,
including both expatriate Indians and dealers
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approbation that greets the reified contempo-
rary that has recently been “discovered”
anew. Twentieth century Indian art presents a
sustained history of modernist experimenta-
tion since at least the later 1930s. The major
task that the first two generations of post-
Independence artists in India undertook was
the devising of visual languages that could be
seen to anchor themselves in the life of the
nation in their themes, while claiming a
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degree of modernist intelligibility in formal
terms. The certitudes of this national med-
ernism were challenged by a series of inter-
ventions from the early 1940s to the 1980s,
intreducing a locally nuanced politics of art
alongside questions of indigenity, pluralism,
gender and sexuality in a manifestly plural
universe of possibilities.

1 Parts of this text are based on my longer essay “Ways of
Bl po mal art in India” in the exhit cat-
alogue Hungry God: Indian Contemparary Arf, Beijing:
Arario, 2008,

2 In the Indian context alone, celebrated episodes such as
the “golden age™ of Gupta art [4th to Tth centuries CEl, or
the tremendous achievements of miniature artists at
Mughal and Rajput courts |15th to 181h centuries CEl are
certanly products of axtraordinary patronags and oppar-
tunity linked 10 extraordinary talent. More recent episodes



Nataraj Sharma Froodom Bus f 2006
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such as the late-nineteenth century flowering of Kalighat
art and the work of Raja Raw Varma [1848-1904] are simi-
Larty linked with specific shifts in the conditions of produc-
tion and patronage.

Globalization and “native” flavor

Indian art during the 1990s was characterized
by major shifts in media and modes of
engagement that resulted from the simulta-
neous emergence of economic globalization
and political fundamentalism. India further
strengthened its policies of liberalization and
privatization during the 1990s, allowing
greater access for multinational capital to the
lucrative consumer market, simultaneously
bringing it into serious contention as a glob-
ally competitive provider of services,
resources and specialized labor, Simultane-
ously, the early 1990s were a time of rising
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intolerance and sectarian violence, most
appallingly exemplified in the & December
1992 demolition of the sixteenth century
Babri Mosque in Ayodhya by Hindu mobs in
contravention of a Supreme Court order. The
demolition was preceded and succeeded by
waves of sectarian violence involving system-
atic attacks against minorities, particularly
Muslims, representing a concerted attack
against the secular foundations of the Indian
nation-state, and the plural character of Indi-
an culture and history.

Several artists born in the 1940s, such
as Malini Malani, Vivan Sundaram, Rummana
Hussain, and Mavjot Altaf, who had trained
and made their careers as painters, started
working with “experimental” modes such as
video, photegraphy and installation during the
early- to mid-1990s. This move in media and
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modes of engaging audiences was propelled
by a realization of the limitations of conven-
tional materials with their stylistic and art
historical baggage, to adequately address the
drastically changed conditions of public life. It
was arguably also influenced by an increasing
awareness of contemporary practice in Euro-
American and Asia-Pacific art, coinciding with
greater opportunities for travel and interna-
tional representation. In a phenomenon that
has close parallels in other Asian contexts,
Indian artists and critics were beginning to
make their first acquaintance with art histo-
ries and the conditions of contemporary prac-
tice in other Asian countries, such as Indone-
sia and China.?

Many Indian artists are now operating
in a global sphere of production wherein the
facts of birth and citizenship are continuously
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relativized by those of migration, residency
and access to opportunity. This is certainly a
reflection of unprecedented activity in a mar-
ket for contemporary art making possible a
far broader menu of possibilities than that
which could have been imagined a couple of
decades ago.* We can now imagine a trans-
national circuit of production, dissemination
and consumption: the phenomenon of
“export™ art has started to emerge as a defi-
nite trend in India. Coupled with this are ten-
dencies that point to a supersession of the
national as a defining framewaork, thus bring-
ing the work into a complex and contingent
conversation that extends from a national into
a trans-national realm,

Belonging in terms of ethnicity and citi-
zenship is no longer an adequate framework
for the work being “Indian”. What then, does
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Brars Kher The wise one 2005

Epengiass, isathar, rings 117x8Zuddem

courtesy Devi Art Foundation.
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Indian-ness in contemporary art consist in?
Can an audience expect discernible markers
of culturally specific content that proclaim
the work as being irreducibly Indian, while
still being universally recognizable as con-
temporary art? In other words, does contemn-
porary Indian [or Chinese, Japanese, Korean
and so forth] art make its international entry
by operating in an international art language
peppered with "native” flavor?

Significantly, a large number of Indian
artists make use of words, images and refer-
ences that are deeply encoded within Indian
history. To understand work such as this, the
viewer must make an effort to unlock these
coded messages, to enter the contexts within
which the images operate. Here is a paradox:
like their contemporaries elsewhere in Asia,
Indian artists are working with an inheritance
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of historical vocabularies and references.’ On
the other hand though, in the international
arena, which is increasingly the sphere of
operations for these artists, these codes are
frequently lost, or require curatorial explana-
tion. Equally, it is this coded nature of the
work that above all, attracts international
attention, in that it represents something
authentic, something that is irrevocably part
of the Indian experience, and therefore, can
be understood as articulating a vision of the
world from a uniquely Indian point of view.

3 Significantly, these acquaintances were facilitated by
and mediated through the agencies and agenda of non-
Asian art i such as the G land Art Gallery
in Australia and the Asia Society in the USA.

4 Ameong these new developments is the emergence of
collectives working across disciplines. The projects of
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Delhi-based Rags Media Collective founded 1992 by
Jeebesh Bagchi, Monica Marula and Shuddhabrata
Sengupta lhttp:/fwww.r diacollective.net] for
instance, embrace popular culture, history, and urbanism
within their multifarious sphere of practice, working within
and against the institutions of globalization.

5 That some of these references have origing outside the
geographical boundaries of the nation, could be seen as an
affirmation of the post-colonial inheritance of multiplicity,
plurality and hybridity

Liberation from
the burden of history

At one level, much art practice from India that
has found high-profile international visibility
during the twenty-first century seems to live
in a state of amnesia, innocent of even the
relatively shallow historical perspective artic-
ulated above. An underlying precept here is a

Tallur L. N, Alzheimers 2008
wocd And small pesce of sved 160x55a35cm
courtesy Arario Baijing
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denial of historicity that is a necessary condi-
tion for the avant-garde. Liberation from the
burden of history, and from the imperatives of
representation rooted in a national ethos
seems to be a prerequisite for the production
of work that can stand shoulder to should
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to ask whether this is a case of finally being
able to escape those anxieties of influence
and authenticity that characterize and per-
haps hamstring so much post-colonial art.
The question that remains to be answered is

with a range of works from other contexts,
especially those where the burdens of history
seem to have already been overcome, for bet-
ter or worse. In an atmosphere of intense but
understated competition, Indian artists have
found unprecedented fulfillment, approbation
and market success through the creation of
works that are quotidian, that embrace a
post-Conceptualist history of art and seem to
make the case for works that can be recog-
nized as art per se before they are seen as
“Indian” art. Though this is a phenomenon
still much too recent to judge, it is tempting

hether it is possible for the contemporary
Indian artist to develop and maintain an
engagement with the political in a fragment-
ed world, through an enthusiastic embrace of
the present moment and the opportunities it
offers.*

The works of the seven artists consid-
ered below are indicative of the diversity of
approaches, materials and politics that char-
acterizes contemporary Indian art.

Legacies of the nation-state and speculations
on the transformation of public visuality into

sheer spectacle are considered in the recent
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work of Nataraj Sharma (1958-). His Freedom
Bus If carries the immobile freight of the
dream of Independence, ossified spectres of
nationalist heroes [Gandhi, Ambedkar, Nehru,
Tilak, Jinnah, Khan and others) appear as
funerary masks, while the vehicle of freedom
seems incapable of any forward movement.
Sharma’s other works are ironic simulations
of fantasy, which reveals itself as a world
gone irredeemably wrong. At first glance, Air
Show seems to imply something of a delight
in flying machines performing acts of formi-
dable dexterity. The spectacle becomes omi-
nous as the viewer recognizes in these
objects those anonymous machines of mass
destruction.

Bharti Kher's [1969-] life-size figures of
beasts and hybrid creatures can be recog-

070 ARTIT

‘Sonia Khurana find 2000
periormance video 120"
‘courtesy Araria Beigng
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nized under anthropomorphic categories,
while her seemingly human creatures display
beastly attributes. The tremendous stress
implied in her work seems to have perverted
the wild beasts as well, so that they start
exhibiting distinctively human failings. Kher's
other works make use of the bindi, a spot of
vermilion on the forehead. This marker of
Indian identity appears in Kher's work in its
moedern incarnation as a piece of colored fab-
ric with adhesive, available in a variety of col-
ors, shapes and combinations. As a mark of
identity and vanity, the bindi has become a
leitmotif in Kher's vocabulary, an adjective
repeated over and over to create a disturbed
language full of properties, descriptions, and
attributes that seem to have lost their refer-
ent objects.
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Tallur L. N. [1971-] has been fascinated with
the blend of the morbid and the fecund, with
life-affirming possibilities that are enacted
through death and dismemberment in local
rituals, and the inevitability of disease and
death. He has recently made use of discarded
traditional wooden sculptures, such as those
of bhoota [ghost deities) from his village in
coastal Karnataka. This part of southern India
has a tradition of propitiating bhoota Ighost]
and preta [corpse] deities who are regarded
as analogues of living beings from the world
of the dead. Tallur has carved an intestinal
tract onto this decayed bhoota sculpture and
then covered the carving in silver. The visual
effect is that of an object eaten away by
insects, where the outer corruption in turn
reveals an inner reality of shiny new metal.
The act is like that of restoring to the twice-
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dead a measure of organic function attributed
to the living.

A deep concern with morality, materiality and
transcendence characterizes the perform-
ance-based video art of Sonia Khurana [1968-).
For Khurana, a material experience of the
condition of being in the world is inseparable
from being in the body, with all its attendant
complications. The crude matter of flesh,
which is the outward manifestation of being,
is subjected in her work to processes of
denaturing, of making strange. By focusing
on everyday occurrences as in the case of
the dog endlessly eating offal, as though
reciting an interminable litany of ingestion
and egestion in Meat), she seeks to separate
out and forefront the visceral and abject
which is normally clothed in ordinariness. In

Subcdh Gupta Five offerings for ihe greedy gods 2000
stainiass siool uensits 450x110Gr400cm
countesy Ao Beiing
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Bird, Khurana uses the highly deper lized
contours of her own body in a frenzied
attempt at flight. The performance is manic
and yet measured, the human body is made
to seem out of control through careful chore-
ography. The desperate and futile attempt to
transcend gravity is allegorically also an
attempt to transcend the bounds of the flesh,

Subodh Gupta [1964-) employs mass pro-
duced objects of everyday use in creating
installations such as Five offerings for the
greedy gods and Curry. Seen in continuity
with his installations over the last decade,
these works are both acute observations on
petit-bourgeois material culture, and Gupta's
own quest for home, He revisits ideas of tech-
nological obsolescence and a rustic, unso-
phisticated way of life through sculpture,

painting and performance. Five offerings for
the greedy gods is made from domestic uten-
sils in stainless steel commonly found in
many Indian homes. Gupta has mounted
them on a steel armature in the form of a
huge wave or avalanche springing from the
wall. They seem poised at the point of break-
ing free to engulf the viewer in a maelstrom
of steel, or as a pile of antiquated excess pro-
duction ready to be compacted and melted
down. Works such as Everything is Inside
with its ambitious casting of an Ambassador
taxi with its outdated technology carrying
bronze bundles of personal belongings are
bittersweet ruminations on modernization
and migration,

Atul Dodiya's [1959-] restless practice leaps
from one medium to another and across
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divides of time and space to imagine a hap-
hazard, wounded and yet vital world in which
collisions are engineered between Indian
popular visuality and Euro-American high
modernism, between histories of labor and
domination, between poetic freedom and dra-
conian discipline. Dodiya has often worked
with the written word in recent years, har-
nessing the emotional charge of poetry or
personal messages. He uses words as formal
elements of painting as well as carriers of
messages. Dodiya's work is also character-
ized by his impatience with painterly style and
language. He assembles manifold produc-
tions in a decidedly postmodernist vein,
embracing popular religiosity alongside a
Conceptualist problematization of the art
object itself. Dodiya's associations are
intensely metaphorical and require a level of
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Aul Dodiyn. The Butterfly 2008

powder-coated svel, mirror, Mbrglass. watercolor, chascoal,
marble Gust o paper 12008 1cm (gallows) 152x82cm (painting)
countesy Araric Beijing
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linguistic, religious and cultural familiarity,
highlighting all over again the paradoxical
relationship between local specificity,
authenticity and global circuits of under-
standing and dissemination.

Tushar Joag [1966-] has sought to make the
impossible balance between his twin careers
as activist and artist. As a fictitious internet-
based entity, his Unicell Public Works Cell?
project works as a subversive presence mim-
icking the functions of the Public Works
Department even as it undermines the posi-
tivist conceits of state policy based on a
series of falsehoods that militate against the
rights of the underprivileged. Unicell’s proj-
ects [such as a scheme to transform Mumbai
into Shanghail are uncomfortably close to
reality in their conception. Joag masquerades
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as a developmental institution, this one-per-
son outfit where the artist assumes corporate
roles, issuing eviction notices to affluent
apartment dwellers in the name of new civic
infrastructure [such as a network of canals
designed to ease chronic road congestion].
Some of Joag's productions via Unicell are
seemingly straightforward solutions to every-
day problems, such as a choreographed
series of instructions to commuters on Mum-
bai's overburdened suburban trains, or fold-
up modules that can transform from illegal
streetside stalls into street furniture when
municipal authorities embark on their month-
ly bribe-collecting drives.

As the inexorable march of capital and infor-
mation [but not that of subaltern bodies]
accelerates across national, ethnic, religious
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and linguistic divides in the logic of globaliza-
tion, the very parameters of belonging and
location come unhinged. Belonging, if this
can be imagined at all in the present world, is
a matter of impre and contingency. It
is either a question of biological survival for
the individual and the species, or one of guilt
by association. The practice of contemporary
art in India is currently undergoing a massive
upheaval: a volatile and rampaging market
based on pecuniary or intellectual specula-
tion is paradoxically paired up with contrary
forces of violence and suppression, both
domestically and internationally. The routes
to belonging that are being charted out by
Indian artists of the present moment are nec-
essarily contingent upon the ¢ interac-
tion of these and other forces. @
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& | want to mention here the powerful and sustained
engagerment with tradition that continues to pose an alter-
native to a universalized, post-Conceptualist art practice,
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Stretching across g i this rei ion of traditi

al methods, themes and imagery has occupied artists such
as K.G. Subramanyan [1924-], GM. Sheikh [1937-, Jogen
Chowdhury [1939-1, Nilima Sheikh [1945-], Mrinalini
Mukherjee [1949-], Surendran Nair [1956-], Ravinder
Reddy [1956-), N.N. Rimzan [1957-], and N.5. Harsha
[1969-).

7 See www.unicellpwe.org
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