
Theory, Text, Context

I am grateful to the Rashtriya Lalitkala Kendra, 

Calcutta, for Inviting me to deliver the Abanindranath 

Tagore National Memorial Lecture this year. It  is  a 

singular honour. (And I feel happy that I am delivering 

it  in  this ancient institution with which Ahanindranath 

was at one time associated), A memorial lecture like 

this is  an occasion to call to mind the person it is  

named after - here a person of unquestioned eminence, 

the founding father, if  I may say so, of the modern Indian 

art movement; a remarkable painter, writer, teacher, 

raconteur, a master of witty and whimsical narrative; in 

short, a rounded cultural personality who enriched the 

. thought horizons of his day in more than one way.

But it is  also an occasion to think forward.

In  his time the importance of Ahanindranath was

recognized by many. When E .B . Havell became the Principal 

of the ealcutta School and Arts and Crafts (this same ins

titution in its  early years) he did not hesitate to invite

this largely self-made painter to become his chief lieute

nant, brushing aside accepted conventions. Now people may 

Oall hi® a crazv or, as some new art historians insinuate, 

crafty orientalist, but it was a momentous decision that 

went to give, be it insidiously, a new focus to the study 

of art in  this subcontinent. Later in the day Sir Ashutosh 

Mukherjee, the Vice-Chancellor of the Calcutta University 

honoured, with equal courage, this self-taught artist and 

man of letters with the invitation to be the first Vageswari 

Professor in Fine Arts and this , in turn, brought honour to 

the university. Both did well; Abanindranath*s presence at 

the art school and the university, be It  for short lengths
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of time, was instrumental in enlarging, even adding a 

new dimension to, our thinking about the cultivation 

of arts and its  conceptual bases.

Abanindranath spoke or wrote about art at various 

stages in his life and his early writings carry some 

statements we may call to question. Though they are no 

more questionable than those made by various western 

artists we admire on non-western art and culture. But 

his Vageswari lectures are of another kind. They are 

informed, Insightful, reveal a large perspective and avoid 

polemics. He delivered these lectures between 1921 and 1929 

and, according to the preface to the published edition, he 

delivered about thirty. Since the topics listed in this 

book are only twenty-eight he should have devoted more than 

one lecture to one or two of these. He was at that time In 

his f ift ie s . And was painting some of his most accomplished 

and challenging works. Also, for over two decades, he had 

been giving serious thought to the reorientation of pre

valent art practice, by trying to understand the horizons 

of what was and speculating about the horizons of what shoulU 

be. And these lectures are the outcome of this effort, bring 

ing together his views on a large range of topics —  like 

the relationship of art and environment, of visual experience 

and creativity, the language of art and what ensured or 

undermined its  liveliness, the norms of art practice as 

spelt out by artists and art manuals and their value or lack 

of value, the search for beauty and its inherent contradic

tions, creative vision in diverse cultural frames and, 

finally , the basic elements of art as were discussed in his 

time—  form, feeling, vivacity, verisimilitude, colour 

imagery etc. etc. And running through these there is an 

undercurrent of ideas related to the individuality of the
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creative artist, his urges and objectives. In  short, 

Abanindranath outlined through these a theoretical 

framework for art practice in his time, partly by re- 

construing old concepts and partly by giving certain 

new concepts the veneer of antiquity. To scholars who 

are sticklers for textual authenticity and historicity 

this may seem suspect but for a motivator who wanted to 

reorient an existing matrix of practice this was a logical 

thing to do, to effect linkages of what was to what should 

be. So he appropriated ideas from various available 

sources and gave them a new location and focus, running 

in  the process some risk of exaggeration and misinterpre-
✓

tation from time to time.

I have no intention of reviewing these ideas or re

assessing them. Many have already done this with notice-
\

able scholarship. Others, with the necessary knowledge 

and inclination, will do this in the time to come. It  will 

be good to remember, however, that these were postulated 

about seventy-five years ago. And in between there have 

been major changes in the artists* concerns and the concepts 

and terminologies of art. The scene too has expanded enor

mously. As an artist I am more concerned with what is . So 

I will start this talk with certain general questions—  Are 

art theories necessary? I f  they are are they timeless or 

time-bound? Or both? Can we hold on to more than one theor 

at a time? And can these have more than one frame of 

refe rence?

These questions are bound to assume greater importance 

in the coming years when a phenomenal increase in cross-worl
« \ I

contacts holds out the prospect of haad-on collisions of 

cultural facts far removed from each other if  only in what 

is  called cyberspace. People are already talking about an



information highway that promises to deliver whatsoever 

information you seek straight to your desk. I s  this going 

to be an advantage? Or a distraction and burden? Will 

this eventually lead to information dumping and brain storm

ing of the more naive and less technologically- advanced 

recipients? Or the disruption of their old balances and 

continuities by the flashing of contrary signals? Or will 

it  detonate an internal galactic storm that will give birth 

to new worlds of perception? Or, Instead, lead to a kind 

of cultural depluralisation in general, making everyone float 

faceless in a global whirlpool? Or lead to new fields and 

locations and fresh constellations of interests? Is  the 

creative individual of our country prepared adequately to 

face these intelligently or will he submit mindlessly to 

their pressures? Already at the popular level people are seen 

in attitudes of mindless panic or equally mindless acceptance. 

And the air is floating with the verbiage spun out in the 

intellectual centres of the developed countries, in reaction 

to their special circumstances. So this calls for a new 

effort on our part to define ourselves and our context.

In  a society or work situation where such a wide-spread

mobility, and the pressures it  generates, were absent art

practitioners did not have to consciously think of a theory

or self-definition; certain notions relating to the practice

and its  background were widely shared. This was true in both

traditional and not so traditional societies. A traditional

artisan or temple carver worked within a theoretical framework

without being overtly aware of it or having the ability to

spell it  out; that w%s confined to a master artisan or

sutradhara (in  other words, 'the holder of the thread* or
a

*llnksman*). Similarly, t ill  the other day, even in/western 

academy the practitioners were more taken up with the minutiae
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of practice than the theoretical framework. Even more so 

in the clones of such academies in the colonies and the 

developing world. But the situation has changed in the 

last hundred years. People have heen trying to look beyond 

the pale, even question their moorings and reformulate their 

ideas. This has arisen partly from the change in the scenario; 

and partly from a growing desire amongst artists to make 

individualised statements. Cut out, or at least distanced, 

from the standing purposes of society the only thin& an 

artist can fall back upon is himself. And this obliges him 

to determine his own parameters of practice.

But have all these parameters been individual and personal? 

No, this has not been so, at least in the beginning. The early 

formulations conformed to or connected up with, certain pre

valent naradigms. One one side, that of the visual narrative: 

where a work tried to tell a story, with greater or l©sser 

specificity, with signs derived from the visual reality around, 

at various levels of equivalence. On another side that of 

visual representation; where the work tried to represent seen 

facts together in various configurations, subject to one's 

habits of vision and their constraints. In  the case of the 

former the artist 's  concerns went round the observation of 

visual reality, the devising of various visual equivalents, 

exploration of narratives to suit diverse cultural contexts 

and the deployment of these equivalents to realise one or the 

other of these. In the case of the latter they went round 

exercises in perception and tantamount representation, the 

understanding of the limitations of visual choice or stress, 

the rules of configuration etc. etc.

Narrative modes can be seen all over the world and through

out history. And its range is large. The representational 

mode is the outcome of the postrenaissance realism in Europe
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and linked to the pursuit of visual truth. It  has had 

wide currency or influence since. It  may be true that 

some narrative statements use closely representational 

elements and some representational statements have 

narrative content. But, all the same, they are different 

in purpose and function. The main focus of the narrative 

mode is the truth of statement. This allows for plurality 

and dimensional resilence. It  allows for the metamorphoses 

and overgrowth of images and through these to poetry and 

polyvalence. The main focus of the representational mode is- 

visual truth, with its  variables related to value stress or 

view point. But it  rarely allows for the coexistence of these 

variables unless it side-steps into collage - which is 

really another frame-work for narrative*

So far so good. Both these had a theoretical framework 

and historical antecedents. One was related to the cultiva

tion of an art language ( —  so the talk of picture writing.)

The other was related to the exploration of visual perception 

» and its representation (-so the talk of pic+urlsation.) Each 

of them predicated a certain image of the practitioner, his 

relationship with the environment, of the work of art and its 

function, its impact on the onlooker and the place of the 

whole process in the firmament of human endeavour and crea

tivity . Which is what a theory is expected to outline.

But at the threshold of modernity other challenges,appear. 

May be, we shall have to spell out here what we mean by moder

nity, Especially in the face of various contradictory defini

tions dished out in the plentiful postmodern critical 

literature of the last two decades. The only thing these 

inform us for sure is  that what is modern, or modernity, or 

modernism is not construed the same way even in those parts 

of the western world where the concept came Ihto being and
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certainly not in each field  of human endeavour, like 

literature, art, political ideology or action. The 

only thing there is  some consensus about is  that it 

marks a stage in history when there was a definite 

change of horizons, when a larger exposure to global 

facts, peoples and cultures, their languages and society 

etc. initiated a series of critical reconsiderations of 

the existing notions and beliefs and made them undertake 

fresh enquiries into the status of man, his society, his 

environment, his values and ideals, his creativity and 

advancement, even his inner being. At a further step it 

gave rise to the feeling that such reconsiderations were 

inevitable hereafter time stage to time stage; making 

people talk of a Zeitgeist* —  meaning *the spirit of 

a time* or yuga dharma. People also talked about how a 

thing was ’ behind the times' or ’ outdated*, As a result, 

scrutiny and criticism came to be considered unavoidable 

imperatives in a progressive world. Some even declared 

bravely, ’ Criticism is  literature or it  is nothing*. I f  

you cut out its  declamatory tone what it goes to mean is 

that writing or art in today's conditions will have a large 

critical content.

The reasons for this are to be sought in the lowering 

of cultural barriers and cross-flow of cultural information 

of various kinds; and their interpretations, leading to what 

we may call a consciousness of history (be that largely 

hypothetical, even fiction al). Fraught though it was with 

various incomprehensions and misreadings it was still instru

mental in provoking a re-scrutiny of one's own bases. So 

while it led on one side towards comparisons, cross-readings 

and eclecticism, it also incited, paradoxically enough, a 

hatred of history. I will take recourse here to a longish,
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but delightful, quotation from Umberto Eco in this regard 

(from his'Postmodernism, Irony, the EnjoyableT) to point 

out how this led to some extreme postures and eventually 

their reversal and, in the process, to a certain loss of 

innocence. In  Umberto's words, the argument runs as follows:
« ' ' 5 

"The past conditions us, h&rries us, blackmails us. The

historic avant-garde ......... tries to settle scores with the

past. 'Down with moonlight' a futurist slogan - is  a 

platform typical of every avant-garde, you have only to 

replace 'moonlight' with whatever noun is suitable. The 

avant-garde destroys, defaces the past : 'Les Demoiselles 

d'Avignon' is  a typical avant-garde act. Then the avant- 

garde goes further, destroys the figure, cancels i t , arrives 

at the abstract, the informal, the white canvas, the slashed 

canvas, the charred canvas. In  architecture and the visual 

arts it  will be the curtain wall, the building as stele, 

pure parallelepiped, minimal art; in literature the des

truction of the flow of discourse, the Burroughs-like 

collage, silence, the white page; in music the passage 

from atonality, to noise, to absolute silence . . . .

But the moment comes when the avant-garde . . . .  can go
l

no further because it has produced a metalanguage that speaks 

of its impossible texts (conceptual art). The postmodern 

reply to the modem consists of recognising that the past, 

since it cannot be really destroyed, because its  destruction 

leads to silence, must be revisited; but with irony not 

innocently. I think of the postmodern attitude as that of 

a man who loves a very cultivatad woman and knows he cannot 

say to her, 'I  love you madly', bicause he knows that she 

knows (and she knows that he knows) that these words have 

already been written by Barbara Cartland. Still there is 

a solution. He can say, *As Barbara Cartland would put i t ,

I love you madly'.



9

But the postmodern reaction has more to it  than this 

change of delivery. The change of concepts that ushered 

the sense of modernity were coeval with various changes in 

the physical circumstances, through the emergence of new 

technologies, new economic targets, new political systems 

and growth perspectives and, in consequence, new patterns 

of life . And these brought in many contradictions, even 

conflicts. Notions of freedom were soon followed by insti

tutions and policies that limited them. Technologies that were 

meant to alleviate human effort shackled the worker to an un

feeling production system. Brave talk about wide-flung 

creativity and free expression was made meaningless by the 

growth of circumstances where these were marginalised. 

Naturally, the horizons of the brave new world had started 

getting murky from the beginning itse lf , putting certain 

aspects of modernity at loggerheads with others. Which broke 

modernists into two main factions, those who were euphoric 

about the new cultural facts, the new concepts, new percep

tions, new materials and techniques and those who were 

critical of the dehumanising and self-negating trends inherent 

in the circumstances. Often both these views coexisted in 

the mindji of the same person inciting him into the so-called 

postmodern rethinking or revision.

Similarly the concepts that modernism started with - 

of purism and endless progress, of artistic esotericism 

and the consequent need for enshrining its abstruse aesthetic 

creations in museums in the absence of public interest or 

comprehension, the imaging of the artist as a privileged 

person with exceptional talent and vision bom  to play a 

shamanistic role in a culturally apathetic society, all 

came into question soon enough. Along with, as already 

mentioned, its history bashing and high claims for a brave
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new world. Besides, art could no more depend on the 

patronage of the elite , even the aspiring elite . The 

elite themselves were getting impoverised in more than 

one sense and becoming ordinary. And bored with the 

monastic seclusion they were forced into a lot artists, 

too, wanted to step out and meet the people of the street, 

who were hungering for culture of a kind in the new 

consume rist society. They also wanted to come out of 

their aesthetic neutrality and respond, be it symbolically 

or at a distance, to the reigning problems of the day. All 

this effected a decided change in the form and character of 

modern art and led to what we now call the postmodern.

Since a sense of progress or advance is  tied up on the 

western scene with a radical change or reversal of attitude 

scholars and critics have lost no time in listing up the 

differences between the postmodern and the modern and 

contraposing them -—  for instance the postmodern*s prefer

ence for the sensuous as against the modem’ s for the 

intellect\ial, its stress on playfulness as against modem’ s 

purposefulness, on participation as against removed viewing, 

on irony as against romanticism, eclecticism as against 

purism, open communication as against esotericism, a divided 

self-image as against a paranoiac one etc. etc. This list 

is  large and some of these categories are contrived and 

exaggerated. Today’ s western intellectuals delight in 

such classifications and system building as our Sanskrit 

pandits did at one time. Whatever that may be, we cannot deny 

that there is  a distinct shift in the circle of interests of 

today’ s artists and writers. Corrmenting on the literacy 

scene, a well-known American writer wrote (nearly fifty  years 

ago) - ’Postmodernism presented an argument for the sensuous
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response and the languages of the body over intellectual 

analysis. It  declared itself for open, randomised and 

popular forms and looked for an alliance with the counter

culture of youth, drugs, Rock and Roll and the new erotics 

in a deliberate affront to the decorums and hierarchies of 

the literary establishment*. This could refer to art as 

well. And this was fifty  years ago.

Where were we fifty  years ago? Abanindranath was still 

alive and in his seventies. He had stopped serious paint

ing and was giving more time to writing; some of his most 

delightful literacy pieces came out about that time. And 

on the side he amused himself by making those tiny and 

intriguing object collages, called *Kutum Katum* or 'Katum 

Kutum* by different scholars; they were informal, delightful, 

playful. But in the field  of art he was no more in the centre 

of influence. The new generation of artists were no more 

willing to consider art as a *shaukh* even i f  this *shaukh* 

waxed strong enough to become a consuming obsession. Nor 

were they satisfied with the romantic twilight that muted 

down all expression - whether celebratlve, erotic or tragic - 

with a kind of elitist detachment. The distanced, and often 

fabled, visions of the historical past or its modem parodies 

did not interest them anymore. Mostly urbanites, or subject 

to the influences of urban culture, they were more concerned 

with the present and its  changing horizons and pressures and 

their Impact on the environment and the human being. The 

present was compelling. Equally compelling was the obsessive 

human presence; the visions of human joys, conflicts and 

tragedies. Although the Progressive Groups in Calcutta and 

Bombay were the ones to come out with a credo in this regard, 

the works of their established elders had already
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evidenced this preference. Abanindranath*s prime disciple 

Nandalal had already moved from his mythopoeic painting to 

those based on the reality around; i f  he painted any mytholo-
*

gies thereafter they had a source and location in this reality. 

Binodebeharl had, on his own admission, turned his back on 

mythology quite early in life ; M s  celebrated mural on 

•Mediaeval Saints* has an unspelt democratic message, osten

sibly wanting to celebrate the flow of common life and its 

concealed riches. And show how great outbursts of creative 

thinking well out of a stream of ideas simmering close to the 

earth. Also say that the culture hero is  the o*dd man you meet 

on the street, not an exile from heaven. How close the works 

of Ramkinkar are to human scene around is  too well-known to 

need reiteration. And after the gruesome spectacle of Bengal 

famine on the Calcutta streets, counterposing human callous- 

ness and human suffering, this involvement with the human drama 

becomes a standing feature. I am mentioning all this to show 

that even quite early in the growth stage of a new art in India, 

response to the reality around and reaching out to the public 

was in the centre of its  agenda. (Even i f  this new work may 

have seemed strange to the uninitiated observers of that time 

and was the target of both contempt and criticism). On the 

other hand, a farseeing artist like Nandalal even advocated 

a plurality of practice to widen the reaching out. So the 

self-insulating esotericism and the desire to make ambiguous, 

obscure or hyper-personal statements that became the hallmark 

of western modernism never took firm root here, however much 

individual artists might have stuck their noses in the air 

and claimed to uniqueness and exclusivity.

Then what does modernism on the Indian scene consist in?

Has it any common characteristics with modernism in the west?

In  a sense it has.
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Like modernism elsewhere it also starts v/ith cross- 

cultural contacts and the reconsiderations these brought 

in . In  art it  saw the growth of a new tribe of practitioners 

who chose it as a personal vocation not a profession; who 

aimed more at self-expression than answering a social demand. 

True, in a country where self-knowledge or self-realisation 

was considered the ultimate goal of l ife , self-expression 

came to have a different implication; it was not so much an 

effort at attaining uniqueness as a flowering forth. It  also 

mooted the interaction of the western kind of realism with 

the conventions of narrative current on the scene This 

interaction had started earlier than the establishment of 

the art schools with the encounter of the artists of the 

local traditions with visiting western professionals, whose 

presence was large in the previous century. Looking back 

today, in the light of current notions, some of the results 

of this .interaction r.ay te found mere rewarding than what 

the art schools came up with. Probably because an attitude 

of the /western kind of realism that the art schools drilled 

people in never struck deep roots in the Indian soil. Even 

in the work of e few practioners who made a name in the field 

there ife more cleverness than conviction; they do net show 

any confirmed sense of facticity or faith in the presence 

of the-thing-out-there. Even their cleverness never measured 

up to that of the established realists of that time, even of 

the second and third line practitioners who had made a living 

in this country. This w$s certainly not because of their 

lack of skills or ineptitude but the absence of a confirmed 

realist attitude; and the notion that the so-called realism 

was Just one of the masks that reality wore on its  face. And 

a succinct desire to hook this realism on to the narrative 

mode.



Duj* to the absence of such a conflxnaad realist attitude

they also did not feel the n m d to go up the ladder of counter- 

realist explorations as the western artists did ( ,  In those 

phases that Umberto See h«s listed in his statement,) and 

embattle thenaalves in an isolationist stronghold. To the 

modem Indian artist, who Jived in the shadow of i» highly 

diverse visual culture, one phase did not supercede the other* 

it only evidence?* a change of function, t in a sense, the 

modern Indian art scene had from the befinning nore postmodern 

feature® than the so-called hi,»h j^dejrn, paradoxically enough. 

Though it gave importance to personal expression it did net 

overstress exclusiveness* it valued the connection with the 

environ sunt, natural and huswit! It wanted to establish channels 

of com>nunication and for this it vis prepared to pluralis© 

the practice,. inter-knlttlnc the hierarchic and the popular. 

With a tradition of narrative etrieasnt at different levels 

of emphasis and sophisticate on It could easily reconcile 

•quality* and ’kitsch1. These had precedents in our older art 

and literature. Some of our classical plays have parallel 

strands that express the pottle, the ootsic and the tragic,

Also, their acting mixes mimf dance and burlesque. Zv&n 

the lan,<?aiare differs in flavour and disv.se* strand to strand* 

This plurality had the advantage ol reaching out to different 

response strata and tvoiding the tedium, and the tension, of 

sustained unities. So also in the v isual arts where the 

suhl!na is often seen to coexist with the banal, the sacred 

with the profane, where high level practitioners learned a 

lesson or two from tha aore adventurous imagery of popular 

ones anu broke wilfully 1conographic strictures* And to 

follow, the collaboration of arts of various denominations.

This is not . to say that the modern Indian artists ware 

conscious of this standing characteristic of their artistic
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antecedents from the beginning. But they woke up to it in 

slow degrees; or were unconsciously affected by it:. This 

saved them from the purist attitudes of the western scene.

So it will be wrong to read the art situation in India 

on the same lines as that of the west. Though many do so 

(and this includes artists, critics and art historians).

Their model of progress corresponds to what is  or was in 

the west; they still swear by the concept of the avant- 

garde, which has lost steam there to a great degree. Although 

the west still upholds the concept of contemporary relevance, 

it  no more does the concept of forging ahead of history. And 

many Indian artists tend to think of modem or postmodern in 

terms of images, not issues - making things or doing things 

that correspond to those on the other scene. Even when 

issues are discussed they are not generally bom  of local 

circumstances; they are 'global-contemporary# And they 

verbalise about them with identical terminology or jargon.

This is also encouraged by certain western artists, curators 

and critics who present what they are doing or thinking as 

exemplary in  intercultural meets. They have again surrendered 

to the progress trap and want to profess they are ahead of 

their times. Knowing full well that the various aspects of 

postmodern art practice are critical diversions from doctri

naire modernism they tend to focus again on manners more than

This is  understandable. Today's media projections try 

to sell the vision of a world culture (modelled on the great 

consumer cultures of the west); soaps that will make you 

look like the sirens on the Miami Beach; bicycles with 

feminine or masculine grace that you will feel privileged to 

hold between your legs; yummy sweets and chocolates that will

issues
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give you an erotic pleasure to suck; and finally those 

acts of zany non-conforraism that marks you out as a path

breaker on the aesthetic or Intellectual horizon — a star

I
that signals a new birth somewhere, drawing bespectacled 

Magi from far and near.

Although for over two decades there has been consi

derable discussion about how the developed countries who 

want to dominate the underdeveloped sell them, as part of 

their strategy, a certain image of themselves and a certain 

notion of progress to transform them, if  possible, into 

passive collaborators in their programme of domination and 

encroachment. Also about how in the colonies they miscons

trued history to sow dissent!on and undermine resistance. 

(True, this was effective only in so far as the audience 

was naive and incapable of independent thought. It  is also 

true that selective readings and representations are not the 

exclusive characteristic of colonist - colonial confrontation, 

they can be seen in many multi-group societies as w ell).

In  any case, the colonies of the old kind no more exist.

But the desire for domination persists amongst the more 

affluent and powerful7 I f  only in the economic sphere. So 

they advocate free market economy and the growth of world

wide consumer culture they can control. They would like to 

use art too as an item of commerce and would even sponsor 

its subversive categories to add colour to the opening of 

this market. Such commerce in art tends to lead in two 

directions; on one side to the cultural re-inscription of 

various groups (to produce distinctly ethnic artifacts); 

on another to the growth of a common global art, intra- 

cultural and Unspecific, recycling or over-laying secondary 

material. Both these, coming from a commercial agenda, 

encourage the cultural alienation of the artist from his

16



actual milieu.

Some of this is inevitable. In  a world that is coming 

together in a big way, all parts are going to share certain 

common features in knowledge, technology, material culture 

etc. in no distant future. Some of these will render the 

old body of knowledge, the old tools and accountreraents of 

living redundant. But will this happen in  the field of 

cultural expression? Will this coming together wipe out 

their erstwhile distinct physiognomies? At one time it was 

thought that the spread of the English language will homoge

nise the expression of the diverse cultures it affected. But 

this has not been the case ( , except at the grossly functional 

levels). The expression has been different from place to 

place whether in Gt. Britain , Worth America, Australia, Africa 

or India - different in flavour and content, even language 

and usage. And this variety has enriched the language and 

given it a new breadth and liveliness. So the levelling out 

may not happen. Probably because cultural attitudes grow out 

of certain patterns of interaction between a compact group 

of people and the circumstances they live amidst. And for 

certain kinds of communication they need a certain steadiness 

and intimacy in this interaction which naturally limits the 

field  of interaction to a certain size. So they diversify.

I f  this were not the case there will not be so many cultural 

denominations (as we, normally see) in even those parts of 

the world where the circumstances encourage homogenisation. 

Examples of this can also be seen at various stages in 

history; where a group that grows beyond a certain size is  

seen to break into sub-groups that claim to distinctiveness.

I am mentioning all this to emphasize that for all the 

change in circumstances an artist or writer has still to 

choose his ground (standingfor sensory inputs, observations,
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language and units of expression) and his skies (standing for 

concepts, cultural inputs and the larger universe of ideas 

and imagery), between which his statements can attain to a 

kind of organic plenitude, interfusing a sense of the indi

vidual with a sense of the environment. Once he positions 

himself as firmly as he can between these he does not run the 

danger of being destabilised by the maelstrom of information 

that the media explosion is  likely to unleash. For, the 

cultivation of primary contacts will protect him from the 

smothering assault of the secondary; and whatever experiences 

he receives from outside will go to quicken these contacts 

not cover them up.
r

But what about the horizons of practice? Shall we be 

satisfied with the traditional ones? In  a world where various 

technologies are intermeshing, where all kinds of communica

tion invade every phase of our lives, where we are being 

ambushed by a plethora of images in the home and the street, 

while moving or resting, the old horizons wedded to privacy 

and the projection of low-key contemplative messages may not 

be enough by themselves. We shall need to build in this media- 

washed world a many-faceted visual culture that keys up our 

awareness of ourselves and our environment in diverse ways.

In  their own way Abanindranath and his followers felt such 

a need in their time. So he encouraged Nandalal, for a while, 

to paint like a patua and, while on a visit to Santjniketan, 

exhorted young artists to cultivate an understanding of 

village art practice. And wrote those delightful .iatras 

inter-weaving urban Irony and rural wit. Nandalal took this 

up more seriously than the others as he realised early that, 

in  the absence of a varied hierarchy of practice and a 

receptive environment, one's statements fall flat; they do not
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report back to one in full measure. All of us know that 

a good singer finds his or her real voice only when the 

environment supports it ; so also with art, it decodes it 

self fully only when there is an active visual culture
•i

around.

is

This/where we come to the question of text. It  is 

commonly realised now that though all art or writing 

rises from an artist ’ s or writer's need for self-expression, 

the work produced is  not fully contained by it . In  fact a 

work often takes the maker by surprise; malting nim see in 

it , in retrospect, many features that were not part of the 

initial design. So once a work is done it is autonomous; 

it  stands by itse lf , as a text, to be re^d and responded to 

by others. But although each text has an internal structure 

that absorbs and directs the vievjer's or the reader's 

interest and makes it articulate, the articulation is not 

the same in each encounter. And it differs with the 

cultural horizons of the viewer or reader. Even though 

these horizons expand or gain in refinement encounter to 

encounter, there will still be a residual difference in 

the experiences of person to person. This is  what makes 

a group response, or unravelling, rewarding in its own 

fashion; oscillating the reaction from one extreme to 

another, from the private to the public, the closed incan

tation of a mantra to the congregational passion of a 

ritual. In  the face of this it falls  to the artist to 

pluralise the practice. It is a pressing need in today's 

circumstances when constant media exposure interferes with 

the response levels of people and monitors their foci.
*

Naturally, a theoretical structure for the art of today 

has to grow in the light of all these needs. No theory is



valid in all its aspects and for all time. Abanindradranath

was acute enough to notice this and discuss it in one of the 

Vageswari lectures - Mat 0 Mantra. Certain parts of a theory 

may have perennial value, but other parts have to change with 

the times and context. And since, in  today's circumstances, 

we need, and have the facility , to project ourselves at more 

than one level this theory will necessarily have 'many frames 

of reference, A painting or sculpture to be contemplated in 

silence has certain demands, and rewards; a public installa

tion certain others. There is necessity for both; also many 

other categories of creativity in between.

Many years ago Abanindranath tried to point out, in his 

introduction to the book 'Indian Artistic Anatomy* that, if  

we talk of precedence, practice should precede precept; 

silpa sastras are written to explain prevalent art practice, 

not to regulate or restrain it . So we may be asked, why are 

we talking of a theory at this point in time?

Partly because, in our present context, When the contours 

of culture are undergoing drastic change, almost year to year, 

we need to be circumspect. Not all the changes will be for 

the better; some of them may go to impoverish our cultural 

environment without our knowing it . And how essential a 

diversified cultural environment is for healthy survival of 

creativity has been already mentioned. In  the normal course 

of things we are too taken up with the details of practice 

to give its basic premises and supports proper attention.

Or to use a well-worn phrase we tend to miss the woods for 

the trees. But while lavishing care d.n a favourite tree, the
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wo:ods may disappear altogether without our noticing jfeb 

it . So it will be wise on our part to be forewarned of 

what can happen. And think of suitable redress.

It  has taken the world nearly two hundred years of 

industrial development to realise that, in the process, we 

are impoverishing the world, despoiling the environment and 

endangering the future of mankind. So we now talk of certain 

ecological imperatives, and the pressing need to protect 

nature and its biodiversity before any developmental venture 

( ,  whether we follow it up in  action or not.) Our cultural 

environment too is danger of such impoverishment and is  fast 

losing its diversity. So like we have started to think of an 

ecology of nature, we would need to think soon enough of an 

ecology of culture, and draw up the guidelines to ensure its 

health.

K .G . Subramanyan
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(Abanindranath National Memorial Lecture, delivered at 

the Govt. College of Apts and Crafts, Calcutta, on 26th

February, 1996, under the auspices of the Rashtriya Lalit- 

kala Kendra, Calcutta).


