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subTerrain: artists dig the contemporary 
 
Geeta Kapur 
 
 
 
The Politics of Place 
As art gains ever-higher visibility through the economy and ideology of globalization, the 
politics of place – community, country, region, nation, even the margin or exile – tends to 
lose the privilege of direct address. I want to suggest that we investigate the interstices of 
urban archipelagoes to obtain (not underground art, which is rarer today than in the 
twentieth century, but) suppressed, subversive, punctual signs of place and belonging in 
and through the practice of art.  

The rights of belonging were won by large populations of ordinary people in the 
world as new continents of possibility in the process of decolonization. The ideologies of 
these liberatory claims were subsequently elaborated and critiqued by post-colonial 
discourse. With the triumph of global capital, the ground won in the cause of self-
determination may have become only a marker of identification and the national reduced 
to a territorial defence-base. Further, the global malediction of greed is likely to 
encourage the elites of the world to make common cause with the new, twenty-first-
century phase of fascistic belligerence by imperialist nations – letting the politics of place 
collapse into retrogressive nostalgia.  

With this in view, I propose situating the artist (here, the Indian artist) in an 
uneasy ‘subterrain’, in the ‘dug-outs’ of the contemporary, where s/he reclaims memory 
and history. Where the levelling effect of the no-history, no-nation, no-place phenomenon 
promoted by globalized exhibition and market circuits is upturned to rework a passage 
back into the politics of place. Then, as we reckon with the loss and gain of place, we 
may discover, through the force of interpretation, certain forms of absence – of pain or 
fear or guilt or desire. Forms mediated by a public performance of subjectivity whereby 
the artist tries to witness, and re-place, the self in the contemporary historical moment. 
But we should have to accept that even such an expression of subjectivity that can count 
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for being political is now likely to be ironical, elusive, liminally present, rather than 
direct.  

If, on the other hand, the artwork has a seductive surface, it could be a pragmatic 
move to make the art object accessible in terms similar to the bargains struck every 
moment in the domain of everyday life in the consumer economies of the world. This 
move is exactly opposite to the historical role of the avantgarde: to disrupt received 
relationships within the social. It is also exactly contrary to the high modernist dictum in 
favour of an esoteric status for the artist and of complex and opaque meaning in art. 
Today, in order to attest their position of alterity, artists will more likely play the role of a 
‘drop-out’ or maverick or cyborg in a simulacral world, exchanging tokens of 
gratification, setting up fabrications that are functional (/dysfunctional) in an over-
mediatized city. They may float a narrative on an atomized abject-hero and at the same 
time compete through their own fetish production in the global market with its 
excessively visual culture – a market bursting with the ‘commodity as image’. The point I 
make is that we have to read against the grain to appreciate new forms of identity/alterity. 
That even when we encounter a complicity with kitsch – in art and in life – we must look 
for camouflaged marks of dissent such as they are today, light and canny and touched 
with parody.  

My focus is on art practice in the social, political and psychic ‘subterrain’ of 
third-world ‘global cities’. Here too the contemporary is an inevitable part of the 
deconstructed history of modernity that valorized the ambiguously masked artist and set 
up an elaborate masquerade around the theme of what Freud called ‘civilization and its 
discontents’. This civilizational discourse was furthered by the revolutionary working-
class history of the twentieth century and, subsequently, by the history of decolonization 
that added new contours to the very idea of civilization by revealing the vast limitations 
of a Europe-centred universe. The latter half of the twentieth century saw the emergence 
of differently situated modern artists all across the third world whose acknowledged 
presence shaped a hermeneutic retake on the (political) unconscious of the contemporary. 
It necessitated the relatively privileged interlocutor – the artist – to assume the position of 
a conspicuously underprivileged subject of an unequal social order, and this led to 
reasonably located (regional, national, third world) interventions in and through art.  

In India, this protest has often tended to assume identification with the bearer of a 
subaltern consciousness (envisaged to abide in, besides peasants, the urban poor and, on 
specific occasions, workers, women and differentiated categories of the oppressed, like 
dalits). In this transaction an artist (writer, film-maker), like any other citizen, has to 
accept being subjected to the pressures of a given, often turbulently unsettled, society and 
state, and it becomes the very task of art practice to try and hold off oppressive 
ideologies: in present-day India, those of a growing right-wing nationalism and coercive 
globalization. The political price of such deliberate ‘entrenchment’ is not translatable into 
an aesthetic value, but the very recognition of the problem, of new types of 
marginalization promoted by hegemonic powers in national and international politics, 
sharpens the language of art.  

In strict terms, the responsible and transgressive artist-citizen is one who can 
imagine appropriate forms of praxis in historically specific situations, as also wider 
solidarity with exemplary artists across the world. We have to remember that the 
twentieth-century figure of the romantic exile, or flaneur, is now too easily subsumed by 
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global travellers and culture-shoppers. I speak instead on behalf of artists who struggle 
from within the rapidly changing and competitive but systematically ravaged third world; 
artists who make art practice a politically viable proposition not only in the grand manner 
but also through smaller initiatives, articulating criticism, dissent and transformation in 
the ‘norms’ of civil society at the level of the everyday. 

But these are hypotheses on the continuing necessity of art that are full of pitfalls, 
pretensions and trepidations about bad faith. I return therefore to a more modest 
understanding of the artist-citizen where practice involves an allegorically styled struggle 
for sovereignty, but where practice also yields an unaccounted-for jouissance that can be 
extrapolated from the pain of survival, from creative productivity, from the very ‘work’ 
of art.  

It may be more judicious to accept that the implied locus of the artwork is not the 
social field, but the body – of the artist and the artist’s subject (-matter). Perennially 
seductive, the body in its more recent rearticulation as sexual identity, as gendered 
subjectivity, is a major site for contestation. The body provides immanent ground for 
desire, the body in extremis reveals the anatomy of pain. Correspondingly, the body of 
the colonial subject is marked by signs of struggle against the multiple hierarchies of 
race, class, religion, caste. This ontological field, shot through with renewed forms of 
‘iconoclasm’, becomes the ground for an entire investigative mode referred to as the 
politics of representation.1
 Apropos the body, let me adopt the attitudinal term ‘body-language’ for polemical 
effect. If body-language is about gender discourse, it is also about a poetics: the pleasure 
in beholding repossessed bodies, in decoding allegories that spell mortality. It is about 
material metonymies that map desire – the fragments ingested, disgorged, relayed to the 
receptor as a series of signs. Body-language can refer simultaneously to the depletion of 
the sensuous body, to its afterlife as simulacrum, to the ironical inscription of sexuality in 
the non (or neo) aesthetic of the virtual. The present, unprecedented, media investment 
and consumerist blitz addressed to the body reveals the reified fetish where the encounter 
is predominantly that of loss. The emancipatory potential of a new body-language has to 
be understood in relation to the regressive, often sadistic tendencies in contemporary 
attractions for the body.  

I speak of signs read in and through the criteria of art, but equally of those that are 
embedded in and ‘found’ across the less hierarchical field of a city’s visual culture. The 
cross-sectioned profile that exposes the inner fabric of the city also, at the same time, 
unravels the urban body inscribed within its core. The mode of cross-referencing is 
indexical: the body positioned in contiguous relationship with the city, so that we look for 
mutual trace and imprint in the body-city interface. It is at the same time metonymic: a 
part to whole equation between the body and the city, so that we discover the displaced 
(sometimes invisible) parts of discrete human entities in the urban topos. Or follow trails 
of body-fragments imbricated in the city and refigure the space in temporal terms: a 
palpable flow, a subterranean narrative.  

People develop intricate relationships between their internal bodies and the 
operative structures of urban space. It becomes our purpose to see in these connections 
the fragility, malleability, ambiguity that characterize human as against systematized, 
technologically-driven exchange, and to signpost – as in a labyrinth – the points of 
maximum disorientation for the would-be citizen. 
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Unfolding the urban morphology of a generic city, or several city-loci (including 
specific, culturally differentiated cities), engages the contemporary imagination with 
ever-greater fascination, exhilaration and dread. It now yields intensive work conducted 
at social science research centres in India.2 Among other things, the stakes placed on the 
contemporary mediascape are steep: the urban entanglement is seen to be available, 
phenomenologically and symbolically, for express interpretation through the media 
connectivity of the city. The new communication culture, with its surreal navigational 
strategies across hard reality, is a new freedom accessible to ordinary, disenfranchised 
denizens of the city even as it is based on a parallel and often ‘illegal’ economy that 
challenges bourgeois ethics and hegemonic property rights. Equally, there are glitches in 
the democratic promise of such media connectivity: it is subjected to perverse forms of 
statist surveillance, and it easily disintegrates into a cruel condition of entropy for 
millions of cyber-workers in the new phase of global imperialism.  

It is obvious that even in a given historical circumstance the discourse about the 
city and the citizen, democratic politics and the state, is too complex to be realized in any 
single expository or curatorial project. For that matter, the relationship between art 
practice (however selfconscious and radical) and actually existing politics that has a stake 
in material transformations of society is less and less obvious. What is possible perhaps is 
to unmask the post-modern aesthetic of global negotiation, and to see if we can rescue a 
residual politics where artists, in their ambiguously positioned identity as citizen-subjects, 
take hold of a fraught contemporaneity and dream a more democratic and just society.  

Artworks thus inscribed on to the fautlines of the society from which they come 
can be seen to configure propositions about body/subjectivity; about vanguard art 
practice and its relation to urban visual culture; about the implicit (often deflected) 
questions of citizenship that come up in the production and placement of artworks in the 
public domain. And to thus bring to bear crucial aspects of the interface between body, 
city, polity.  
 
The ‘Urban Turn’  
Around the early 1970s in India, the Nehruvian model of a modernizing nation-state 
began to be questioned by versions of post-colonial theory attempting to deconstruct the 
purportedly non-viable nationalist framework into its component parts: region, city, 
village, community. A claim was staked for gaining a better sense of multiple ‘Indian’ 
identities and their democratic rights than the state had provided. Just around then an 
ironical ellipse in the argument surfaced. After an initial focus by subaltern studies 
historians on the dispossessed peasantry, the urban field and, more emphatically, the 
metropolis, which is the very symbol of modernity (and post-modernity), emerged as the 
preferred unit of study. In the 1990s, the city discourse moved farther, towards a notion 
of global cities that pitches the city against the nation (and decidedly against the 
national), thus displacing the locus for examining such issues as identity, citizenship and 
political struggles for democracy on to the negotiating powers of atomized individuals 
(and voluntary groups) presumed to hold world citizenship on a hypothetical ground zero.  

If we want to imagine and theorize the city, and the nation, in terms relevant to 
our needs, in terms of a coherent critique of the political economy of this country and in 
relation to the needs and struggles of citizens-to-be, it is necessary, I believe, to position 
the modern at the heart of the investigation. This would bring to light both the critique 
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and the uses of the ‘utopian’ model of development. It would also help to understand why 
the accelerating ‘urban turn’ serves vested interests, and to question in particular the 
stakes placed on the demise of nation-states in the expansive rubric of globalization.3  

As, however, this exposition is about locating artworks within the context of 
visual culture, it will have to bracket the ideological and make way for a more 
phenomenological approach – where the city is real in a material sense (its economy, 
social environment, seductive grip and volatile impulses are matters of immediate and 
sustained experience) and also in that it is derived from realism, the magisterial genre of 
nineteenth and twentieth-century literature. An investigation of that realism will reveal, 
simultaneously, that the city in the modern imagination is a surrealist construct, part-
utopia, part-purgatory.  

While the city has long been a prime motif of modernity in Indian literature, and 
in cinema, Indian visual artists began to index the modern via the city only as late as the 
1940s. The following discussion will refer especially to Bombay4 (now Mumbai) through 
a selection of contemporary artworks. It will conclude by referencing Delhi (with the 
provincial cities of Baroda and Bhopal mentioned in-between). The references are 
interleaved with the discursive premise of the essay: an artist’s excavation of the city 
‘subterrain’, and the scrutiny of that ‘dig’ in terms of the ethics demanded of the artist-
(as)-citizen in the public sphere.  
 
Allegories of the Nation 

I start with the argument that even as Indian artists excavate the city’s 
‘unconscious’, they address national issues head-on – this is the politics of place that I 
speak about and it goes beyond the space allocated to us in the local/global framework. It 
is a politics that refuses to be restricted to a simple localism based on questions of ethnic 
identity, and it resists being subsumed by the compulsions of globalism.5

In the beginning of the 1990s, the secular-democratic project embedded in India’s 
polity began to show a deep fracture. It affected the assumptions of art as secular 
practice. Several artists marked this moment with a change in the subject, medium and 
strategy of art production. Bombay artist Nalini Malani’s videos and room-size video 
installations begin at this time to invite the viewer’s attraction for darkened space – the 
play with flicker and effulgence evoking the cinephilic imagination. She stages complex 
phenomenological propositions where moving images and ghost-objects are encountered 
in corpuscular light; devices for mediating an imminent, part-realized, part-dreaded and 
always slightly hallucinated knowledge of the ‘real’. In the 1998 multi-part video 
installation, Remembering Toba Tek Singh (after Saadat Hasan Manto’s famous story set 
against the Partition of India), Malani constructs a mise-en-scène for the tragic replay of 
wars and violence. The narrative layers the melodramatic Partition story with belligerent 
nationalisms the world over; it makes a direct indictment of the USA (during and since 
the Japan bombings) for perpetrating lethal forms of devastation on grounds of logistical 
deterrence. Malani’s Hamletmachine (2000), a four-projection video installation (Figure 
0) based on a version of Heiner Mueller’s text with the same title, refers to historical 
fascism and its incipient profile in India. Her video montage mutates iconic images into 
the grotesque, while a voice taken from film footage (I Live in Behrampada, 1993, by 
Madhusree Dutta), documenting the 1992–93 communal riots in Mumbai, screams 
through the conflagration and demands that ‘we’ tell her why, when we are all kin within 
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this country, she/they are being sacrificed to a game of political profit. Malani’s take on 
Mueller’s famous text insinuates the sign of fascism in the global contemporary.  

In 2002, a decade after the Bombay communal riots, the ruling right-wing 
government singled out the Muslim population for a pogrom in the city of Ahmedabad 
and in towns and villages all over Gujarat. In a multi-projection video installation titled 
Lacuna in Testimony (2003), another Bombay artist, Navjot Altaf, inscribes a succession 
of subliminal images on the ebb and tide of the ocean – the Arabian Sea – which turns 
crimson in rhythm with a child’s voice recorded at one of the refugee camps in 
Ahmedabad. The boy’s illegible wail fills the lacuna of his memory and brings him, 
perhaps, to a healing shore. Her other installations, such as Between Memory and History 
(2001), also deal with peoples’ incomplete testimonies in the aftermath of social violence, 
testimonies that notate their irretrievable loss (Figure 0). Working with monumental 
structures, books, video and audio installations, she positions herself as a witness for the 
witness, mediating the distance between different and specific sites of violence, 
identifying with the historically situated but liminal presence of the ‘citizen’ and her 
recuperated subjectivity.  

Gandhi’s peaceful struggle for truth and justice is a marker of India’s emergence 
as a nation. In 2002 he was, in his home-state Gujarat, an absent witness to one of the 
most cruelly motivated instances of religious and ethnic violence in modern India. The 
loss betokened by Gandhi is most persistently ‘represented’ in art by Atul Dodiya. Placed 
crucially within his large painterly output, Dodiya’s recent installation, Broken Branches 
(2002), consists of a room fitted with wooden, glass-fronted, display cabinets – like a 
room in the museum dedicated to Gandhi at Porbandar, Gujarat – where he sets up an 
archive of bric-a-brac to allegorize a national tragedy (Figure 0). He objectifies loss 
through an array of photographs ranging from those of Gandhi, to father and family, to 
‘species’ specimens, to journalists’ picture-files. He subjectivizes loss into a condition of 
abjection with a loving display of workmen’s tools and traders’ measures placed 
alongside fetishist forms of dismemberment – human bones and prosthetics for amputees. 
Dodiya consciously uses melodramatic means to present a state of social humiliation. 
These leftovers of a serial autopsy, these torn fragments of body and hope, complete his 
title to mean ‘broken branches from the great tree of the nation-to-have-been’. The actual 
installation is arranged to overwhelm and then elude the mourner’s desire for a complete 
narrative. 

 
Gendered Subjectivity 
The interlocutors of what it is that constitutes the ‘human’ have often come from the 
colonized world: recall the foremost among them, Frantz Fanon, who made 
representation a matter of rights and of psychic transcendence, and he made it a reprieve 
for the humiliation lodged in a body afflicted at birth by history.6 Can Indian artists claim 
a share in this larger discourse? If one were to name a single contribution that Indian 
artists make to the resources of the ‘universal’ imaginary, it is the corporeal, passionately 
enduring ‘human image’ – male, female, gay, bi-sexual and hermaphrodite. Going 
beyond simple notions of the figurative, these artists foreground the body as concept, 
gesture and rhetoric, stretching it to include more difficult questions of subjectivity and 
subject-positions as these are debated in contemporary, usually gender-conscious 
revisions of art history.  
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Bhupen Khakhar, a virtual master of figural expression for over four decades, 
fashioned a male body so oddly gendered that his gay sexuality barely suffices as 
explanation.7 For here sexuality is evidence of the soul, the soul an irrepressible agent of 
pleasure. Yet this looped connection of body and soul encloses within it such dark 
premonitions, such an excess of mortality, that Khakhar’s figures are at their core more 
about death than about life (Figure 0). The iridescent figures in the puppet-master’s 
hands enact states of auto-eroticism or forms of male bonding that always anticipate but 
do not finish the business of fornication. It is a condition of ‘being’ entirely of the artist’s 
making, and so is the public/private, domestic/landscaped space in which these 
personages revolve. Indeed the entire oeuvre is in a sense a narrative of self, a self-
portrayal. Yet the lasting impression is that this delimited setting – of male sex within 
provincial middle-class city-communities – dissolves into a many-hued vortex, 
disintegrates into meaningless violence, into a state of entropy. And all that remains is 
Khakhar himself whose body, even in an informal rendering, aspires to iconicity, but 
whose spirit is in a state of profound submission – not to his sexual obsessions but, 
ultimately, to the act of painting.  

Continuing with the thematic of self-portrait, consider Vasudha Thozhur’s 
representations, premised on an assumption – almost an annunciation – about the birth of 
a protagonist whose identity distantiates itself through several ‘incarnations’. About her 
paintings titled Secret Life (I and II, 2000–01) the artist says in an unpublished text, ‘The 
script for the enactment of the narrative was based on life – aspects of it which are an 
unspoken taboo . . . and therefore lived in private, subterranean realms.’ The scale of the 
work being almost life-size, you enter Thozhur’s painting with the familiarity of entering 
an actual middle-class home in urban India: in Secret Life-I, you confront the uncanny 
sight of a frontally posed woman in trousers with a tiger that is the carrier of the goddess 
Durga sitting beside her, burning her ankle-boots (Figure 0). The series of work starting 
with Untouchable (2002) is based on a principle of even greater defamiliarization. In 
India the term carries, as she says, ‘a heavy semantic load, focusing for the main part on 
caste taboos. I implicate these but widen the context to include other forms of 
marginalization/exclusion/subordination.’ Such a position of subalternity signifies the 
condition of social trauma that citizenship may embody. By presenting herself within the 
rhetoric of untouchability, within the cruel ritual of sati (self-immolation by a Hindu 
widow at the pyre of her dead husband), then encrypting the ‘message’ of Christian 
martyrdom (her body is surrounded by stigmata in inscriptions of blood), Thozhur, with 
her androgynous ‘look,’ gains an identity that is sufficiently debriefed in social terms to 
win a claim on spiritual autonomy. 
 
Wounded City 
These are examples of artists who address the national through allegories that are built on 
actual events and places; artists who select a mise-en-scène to stage the politics of the 
nation, who condense the malaise afflicting a people and find ways to critique the state 
from within the terms set by its own democratic promise. Interspersed in the argument 
are examples of artists whose struggle for (self) representations yields a body so subtly, 
so strangely gendered that it serves as language and rhetoric for volatile subjectivities 
lodged within the steeply differentiated social terrain. I refer now to artworks where the 
city proper is seen to generate and bear the wounds on account of its in-built 

 7



obsolescence of soul and material; or on account of the hubris within civil society and the 
self-serving disciplinary measures of ‘proper’ citizens against the populace. Artworks 
within the cityfold often use documentary materials and modes of representation such as 
photography, film and video. 

An engagement with the city characterizes the work of distinguished Indian 
photographers like Raghu Rai, Raghubir Singh, Dayanita Singh. Take Raghu Rai: 
dedicated to the mission of projecting Indian life within a ‘unique’ paradigm configuring 
national and civilizational aspirations, he has been compelled by contemporary history to 
focus on the documentation of a blighted city in the heart of India: Bhopal, December 
1984, where a massive leakage of poisonous gas took place under conditions of criminal 
neglect in the American-owned Union Carbide Corporation’s pesticide factory. ‘The 
Bhopal Gas Tragedy’, recorded as ‘the worst industrial disaster in the history of 
mankind’, engulfed the poor neighbourhood of the city killing 8,000 people, injuring half 
a million and leaving 1,50,000 chronically ill and abandoned to a slow death. In 2001–02 
Rai revisited the site to document the plight of its abandoned, desperately sick and 
embittered survivors. Adopting an unerringly realist mode, he produced an extraordinary 
body of work in the grand tradition of black and white photography – a straight chronicle 
of human agony shading into the melodramatic to make viewers witness the living 
presence of man-made death (Figure 0). The photographs serve as a human document 
and a testimony against the criminal complicity of national and global corporate interests 
in a gross abuse of human rights.  

Recognizing that the city-narrative within photography helps define the interface 
between documentary ‘evidence’ and the social imaginary, the project of several painters 
to ‘document’ the city underwent a shift in the 1990s: the earlier register of pictorial 
narration changed into a photo-based evidentiary iconography. In 2000, the young painter 
Jitish Kallat reckoned that Bombay’s image-glut required of him a response whereby his 
(neutral/inflated) identity could manage any form of masquerade without loss to the ego – 
because this identity could negotiate the terms of its survival within the interstices of the 
city. It is a tribute to the artist’s intelligence, or perhaps the force of history in a country 
like India, that games played across the shifting ground of visual culture do not suffice 
the sense of politics required to survive the demands of the everyday. Citizenship here 
requires some form of commitment. Kallat’s work of the last few years records the 
growing violence and the tragedies it entails in the ‘advanced’ cities of this troubled 
nation. He records this by a frontal presentation of close-up/mid-shot images – photo-
documentary images using a low-tech camera, fax and photo-copy machines. He 
foregrounds bodies clogged with accretions from the city, stamped with coded signs of 
their identity, marked by abuse and common suffering that he presents quite literally by 
scraping layering overwriting graffiti on the surface of his monumental, mural-size 
paintings. There is a more cruel offering – men and women wear their malfunctioning 
organs – heart, lung, liver, hands, tongue – on the clothed bodies like latter-day stigmata 
(Figure 0). Kallat mimics an accomplished ‘billboard’ painter, he works with degraded 
images, he sends a coded FIR to become a citizen among the divided body of citizens. He 
thereby upturns his post-modern, cool-dude aesthetic, offering to play, instead, the classic 
role of a political commentator. 

Since the 1990s, lens-based work, including photo-video installations, have 
acquired a determining influence with Indian artists: these works hold the key to the 
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indexical image, as to the very codes that contextualize the image in the public domain. 
Overlapping in technology with the informal and ‘degraded’ new-media images of the 
digital age, lens-based work, replete with aesthetic contradictions, sets up an edgy relay 
between verisimilitude and the realm of the virtual, between the ‘objectified’ gaze and 
phenomenological encounters in the (un)real space of the installation/exposition that 
forms the setting.  
 
Ground Zero 
In the 1990s, India’s realpolitik changed in favour of direct links between the national 
bourgeoisie and global capital, and it came to be recognized that the Indian middle class 
would now negotiate its terms of consumption in and through (its own ‘global’) cities. 
For many artists, the sensuous, mythologized body, powerfully represented by an 
authorial voice and gesture that distinguish Indian contemporary art, lost ground once the 
primacy of pure exchange and manipulated communication surfaced. It was at this time 
that young artists, inevitably part of an upbeat middle-class culture, began to shed the 
problem of identity appropriate to a civilizational/national frame of reference. It was a 
moment when the vexed question of tradition was shed, to a large extent even the 
iconography that critiqued tradition. One may say that the particular form of ethics that 
entails engaging with a history of struggle, whether in the name of decolonization or 
other radical utopias, was laid to rest. The 1990s saw these young Indian artists 
‘liberated’ almost in exact correspondence to the ‘liberalized’ Indian economy on the 
path of near-total ‘disinvestment’ of national resources. 

This was when Indian city-bred artists began to define their politics in terms of 
readily available signs of exchange and alienation, of commodification, fetishization and 
pleasure; signs directly readable from the over-signified realm of media networks, 
billboards and the internet. That is to say, from the city-street and the cyberworld in the 
public and private domain. This new mass culture is outside the ‘folk art to commercial 
film’ syndrome that hitherto defined the urban popular in India. It is more homogeneous 
in its purposes but requires diverse strategies and a negotiating wit within the rubric of 
new media. Consider, among others, Sharmila Samant, and Shilpa Gupta, both members 
of Bombay’s Open Circle, an artists’ collective that works with social activists. Samant 
foregrounds labour-intensive production in a commodity market flooded with 
standardized goods that claim originality as fetish value. She plays on the difference 
between material culture and imaged products, a difference that artists try to mediate in 
their own art practice. Gupta works on video and web installations and offers ‘infinite’ 
choice available in the ‘free’ world to game-partners. Spoofing client conformity, 
subjection, surveillance and docility, she converts wry comment on global greed into 
something of a mock-test. Artist, spectator, ‘buyer’, ‘client’ enter into interactions that 
require self-recognition, where the casual player in a computer game is forced to gauge 
where s/he stands in the sliding scale of global exchange favoured by the one-world 
panacea of unlimited profit.  
 
Return to Place 
The metropolis has faced almost two hundred years of critique based primarily on the 
single complex issue of alienation; but it has also for as long and in equal measure 
attracted the most passionate and often utopian engagement. Now, in the vastly extended, 
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less romantic but still obsessional discourse, the city virtually exhausts the resources of 
every discipline.  

Take Delhi. This city has taken decades to take shape as a metropolis in the 
cultural imaginary of the nation and has only recently become an urgent topic of 
discourse and activism. Delhi has emerged as the territorially expanding/ annexing/ 
globalizing capital of the Indian state, over-running vast neighbouring provinces like a 
corporate/suburban giant.8 As its disparate groups carve out sector after sector of new 
housing ‘colonies’ (from elite enclaves to ‘slums’, from extra-legal real estate gambles to 
‘illegal squatter’ settlements), an aggressive, neo-native identity, and a new ‘ethics’ of 
survival surface. This is at the hub of a representational drive by artists and media 
practitioners situated in the city. 

A 2003 installation project by Vivan Sundaram titled New New Delhi: Room with 
Bed re-presents, architecturally, the basic unit of the habitat, and invites viewers’ 
interaction in the poetics and politics of urban space (Figure 0). Sundaram’s first room 
‘belongs’ to architect Romi Khosla, who is interested in the past and the future, in 
Buddhist (Tibetan) aesthetics and utopian/ futurist visions, and who is invited, 
appropriately, to re-plan historical cities/sites across the world. The second room is 
‘assigned’ to Ram Rahman, photographer and designer, who lives in Delhi and New 
York, and straddles countries, cultures, religions and class in a consciously 
internationalist stance. He is at the same time committed to a situational politics, to the 
Delhi-based artists’ organization SAHMAT, which develops new forms of protest to 
confront the divisive policies of a communal, right-wing government escalating a 
national politics of hate. The third room ‘houses’ the Raqs Media Collective (now 
working with Sarai). Its three members, Shuddhabrata Sengupta, Monica Narula and 
Jeebesh Bagchi, use documentary film and new media installations based on video and 
website interactions to interrogate aspects of the invisible city that lies beyond the 
sanctioned city. Like dissenting artists/new media collectives around the globe, they 
question the new ‘empire’ as well as the nation-state that inevitably construes a flawed 
civil society – that builds surveillance regimes for city-dwellers (less citizens, more mere 
denizens) instead of devising means to accommodate their urban futures in the social 
dynamics of a democracy. The fourth room on the street/gallery floor of the installation is 
for Shantanu Lodh and Manmeet, a young artist-couple who work outside the normative 
aesthetic of modern Indian art, outside the network of state institutions and galleries and 
of the polite society that engulfs art practice. This transgressive ‘home/studio’ gives an 
edge to the installed structure as it does to the discourse raised by Sundaram with this 
theatrically designed mise-en-scène staging contradictory ideologies in his native city, 
Delhi. 

The architectural grid of Sundaram’s installation, a city-street with a step-in 
threshold, works with a concrete contiguity, a literal form of indexicality, where the 
borrowed material is accessible as it is. Based on a form of conceptual condensation, the 
seeming objectivity of Sundaram’s portrayals, gained on the strength of his colleagues’ 
participation in the project, also signifies his own aesthetic ideology: of how a politics of 
place may be hypothesized not on conclusive evidence about ‘rootedness’ but, rather, on 
the basis of (concealed and exposed) processes that produce transformational practices 
and collective cultural interventions.  
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Navigable Terrain 
This brings me back to the specific question of situating artworks within the 
contemporary city and, as the title of this essay suggests, in the subterrain, which could 
be extrapolated to mean the ‘political unconscious’ of a citizen-group – less identifiable 
than class ideology, more open to the force of the collective imaginary and its 
interpretative resources. 

At one level artists, as a category, allow themselves to be conspicuously identified 
with bourgeois members of any given civil society who seek to wield power on behalf of 
its institutions. At another, they represent the ‘best’ culture of a well-functioning 
democratic polity, and position themselves in the enlightened space we call the public 
sphere, following the mandate to vie with and, when necessary, defy the hegemonic rule 
of the state.9 At yet another level, artists function through hallucinatory identifications 
possible within the ethics and language of surrealism: to ‘represent’ the ‘other’ within 
any kind of body-politic, not least that of a named nation. Thus artworks display aspects 
of secrecy and displacement and desire, of social subversion, sexual transgression and 
political dissent. 

This is a well-argued position. Yet Indian artists’ comprehension of this role –
notwithstanding their citizenship of a modernizing/now globalizing democracy – is not 
sufficiently understood or documented. Nor that of innumerable artists living and 
working outside the mandate of Euroamerican culture. The transformational strategies 
necessary to comprehend the navigable terrain of contemporary art is similar for artists 
here and elsewhere.10 The crux of the matter lies in recognizing, through art-historical 
methodology, through the dialectical impetus in culture studies, what I have called the 
politics of place. That is to say, in recognizing the politically implicated spaces that the 
globalized individual now occupies; in questioning, through subjective mediation, the 
post-colonial nation-state and its internally violated spaces; in showing how to inhabit, 
enjoy, survive and celebrate the various metropolitan clusters with the necessary 
sentience of the citizen. Only on such calibrated ground can artists and media 
practitioners from a named city – or nation – be understood to produce appropriate forms 
of cultural praxis on site.  
 
 
Notes 
1 Extensive work done in India on the question of class, caste and gender identities yields a multivalent 
discourse on the politics of representation. This is aligned to the broad paradigm of third world/post-
colonial studies, but carries its own burden of responsibility within a historical conjuncture.Indicating this 
field in its barest lineaments, see the work on subaltern (especially peasant) identities by Ranajit Guha, 
Gyanendra Pandey, Shahid Amin; literary/political analyses of gender and caste oppression by Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak and Susie Tharu; Veena Das on social suffering as inscribed within the norms of civil 
society; and Kumkum Sangari on gender paradoxes in middle-class Indian society.  
 
2 I refer to institutions like the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences (CSSS), Kolkata; Centre for the Study 
of Culture and Society (CSCS), Bangalore; PUKAR Partners for Urban Knowledge, Action and Research), 
Mumbai; and Sarai at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS), Delhi. See, for instance, 
the work done on the city by Sarai’s New Media Initiative: Ravi Sundaram, and Monica Narula and 
Shuddhabrata Sengupta in Sarai Reader 01: The Public Domain (The Sarai Programme/Centre for the 
Study of Developing Societies, Delhi, and Society for Old and New Media de Waag, Amsterdam, 2001); 
by Shuddhabrata Sengupta in Sarai Reader 02: The Cities of Everyday Life (Sarai/CSDS, Delhi, and 
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SONM, Amsterdam, 2002); and by the Raqs Media Collective in Sarai Reader 03: Shaping Technologies 
(Sarai/CSDS, Delhi, and SONM, Amsterdam, 2003).  
 
3 For cross-referencing the contrasting views telescoped in the argument above, see the section titled 
‘India’s Political Economy’ in Prabhat Patnaik, The Retreat to Unfreedom: Essays on the Emerging World 
Order (Delhi: Tulika Books, 2003); Partha Chatterjee, ‘Are Indian cities becoming bourgeois at last?’, in 
body.city: siting contemporary culture in India, Indira Chandrasekhar and Peter C. Seel, eds (Berlin: House 
of World Cultures, Delhi: Tulika Books, 2003); Gyan Prakash, ‘The Urban Turn’, Sarai Reader 02; Partha 
Chatterjee, ‘Beyond the Nation? Or Within?’, Economic and Political Weekly, 4–11 January 1997; Arjun 
Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnessota Press, 1996); the extensive literature on subaltern studies, including Ranajit Guha and Gayatri 
Spivak, eds, Selected Subaltern Studies (New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988). 
 
4 Bombay was first the centre of colonial trading power, the seat of industrial capital and of the national 
bourgeoisie; it now services global finance capital through India. Correspondingly, Bombay, until the 
1980s, nurtured some of the world’s biggest industrial working-class movements. The city continues to 
belong to common citizens, artists of all genres, subaltern protest movements and socially disenfranchised 
populations. Not least, its large film industry, with its power of popular representation, contributes to 
making Bombay the city to be conjured up whenever we addresses ‘urban India’. See Sharada Dwivedi and 
Rahul Mehrotra, Bombay: The Cities Within (Bombay: India Book House, 1995); Sujata Patel and Alice 
Thorner, eds, Bombay: Mosaic of Modern Culture and Bombay: Metaphor for Modern India (Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1995).  

During the 1940s, and then in the 1970s, painters from Bombay established an ideological (and 
pedagogical) stake in the urban condition; the 1990s again saw Bombay’s multi-media artists take a 
vanguard role in relation to the city. For a contemporary contextualization of art practices within Bombay’s 
visual culture, see Geeta Kapur and Ashish Rajadhyaksha, ‘Bombay/Mumbai 1992–2001’, in Iwona 
Blazwick, ed., Century City: Art and Culture in the Modern Metropolis (London: Tate Publishing, 2001). 
 
5 For an elaboration of the national/modern paradigm within which to discuss Indian art, see the section 
titled ‘Frames of Reference’ in Geeta Kapur, When Was Modernism: Essays in Contemporary Cultural 
Practice in India (Delhi: Tulika Books, 2000).  
 
6 I refer of course to Frantz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1991) and Black 
Skin, White Masks (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1967). See Alok Rai’s Indian perspective on Fanon, in 
‘Black Skins, White Masks’, Economic and Political Weekly, XXVII (39), 26 September 1992; and Homi 
Bhabha’s seminal essay, ‘Interrogating Identity: Frantz Fanon and the Postcolonial Prerogative’, in the 
Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994). 
 
7 Bhupen Khakhar died in August 2003.  
  
8 See Veronique Dupont, Emma Tarlo, Denis Vidal, eds, Delhi: Urban Space and Human Destinies (Delhi: 
Manohar, Paris: Centre de Sciences Humaines (CSH), Institut Recherche pour le Developpement (IRD), 
2000). Also see Sarai Readers 01, 02, 03, for investigations of the city of Delhi. 
 
9 Okwui Enwezor, artistic director of Documenta 11 (Kassel, 2002), articulated this particular take on 
radical politics by presenting in a vast exhibition the voice of the ‘diaspora’ as an oppositional citizenry in 
the first world; he presented in addition a notational map of artists/collectives in their respective countries 
around the globe, who work on the threshold of art and activism and in direct dissent against the hegemonic 
rule of the nation-state. Raqs Media Collective was included in Documenta 11. See the Introduction by 
Enwezor and texts by the Documenta team and other authors in Documenta 11_Platform 5: Exhibition 
Catalogue (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz Publishers, 2002). 
 
10 There is an exponential increase in biennales in and about the third world, starting with cities in Latin 
America (Sao Paulo, then Havana in the 1980s), going on to Asia-Pacific (Brisbane, Fukuoka, Kwangju, 
Shanghai, Yokohama and so on) and taking in Africa and West Asia (Johannesburg, Istanbul). Thematic 
exhibitions now tend to ‘showcase’ art made outside of/in the face of white Euroamerican hegemony (the 
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controversial Magiciens de la Terre, 1989, contrasted with the recent Unpacking Europe, 2001 and not 
least Documenta 11 of 2002). For our purpose it is relevant to emphasize cutting-edge shows of Asian art 
(for example, Contemporary Art of Asia: Traditions/Tensions, 1996; Cities on the Move, 1997), besides 
country/national exhibitions – under a cloud in the post-national scenario – that have played a crucial role 
in redefining international art by presenting avantgarde art in relation to a political conjuncture (whether in 
the Soviet Union or Japan, China or Nigeria, and to a lesser extent Indonesia, India and so on). All of this 
has to be considered and critiqued periodically to gauge the ideological import of global (ized) art 
production. 
----------------------------------------- 
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