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lt was more than fifty years ago that I came 
upon Ananda Coomaraswamy's 
'Mediaeval Sinhalese Art'. Then I was 
hardly twenty and had not yet made art 
my main vocation. But it made a lasting 
impact on my thinking. Although some of 
its polemics, exaggerations and over 
statements may not have the same appeal 
to me now as it had then, its main thesis is 
still compelling. The art culture of a 
traditional society has many strands that 
reinforce each other. Each provides an 
avenue of creativity and refines human 
sensibilities and responses. Uving within 
a network of these an individual attains a 
special stature and refinement which he. 
never would alone; and not a rare 
individual or two but large number of them 
in different walks of life. The disappear
ance of this network with the breakdown 
of traditional culture is bound to lead to 
cultural impoverishment and 
disorientation. 

During the last fifty years as artist and 
student of the Indian art scene I have 
realised more and more the profundity of 
this. lt has given a certain shape to my 
concept of tradition and structure of the art 
language. Though I have never come to 
believe that traditions can be kept forcibly 
alive. We. cannot stem social change, 
behind it there are various pressures that 
cannot be resisted by individual or group 
effort. This can only·happen if the whole 
society gears itself up for it, thinking as one 
person. But this is too much to expect. 
Besides, no society exists today in 
isolation; it is linked to the rest of the world 
in various ways. So any such resistance 
will also need a global consensus. 
Although there may be some small groups 
that discuss the necessity of this one on 
the global scene their impact is little. 
Ecologists have come to recognize the 
interdependence of various aspects of 
nature and the need of their balanced 

nurture for human survival; but the basic 
factors that have to be nourished for a 
persistence of culture in tbe modem world 
are still rarely thought about. 

But these should come readily into focus 
in a country like ours that has a large 
cultural panorama; which includes a great 
variety of art practice both professional and 
non-professional. Very few countries have 
such a broad or inter-related presence of 
these; though, through the years, this 
presence is dwindling even in ours. 
Especially that of household and non
professional arts that are closely tied to a 
way of life or value system. When these 
ways and values change they cease to 
exist or lose in power. Professional arts too 
decline when the patron-practitioner 
balance is radically interfered with or when 
gross commercialism eliminates the 
pleasure of practice and drives the 
practitioners into other professional fields. 

One can cite numerous instance of these: 
If I am informed right, there is no clay
worker in Bengal now who knows the 
techniques of its lauded terra-cotta reliefs 
that embellished its village shrines only a 
few generations ago; the Kanbis of Gujarat 
have become too prosperous and 
urbanised to let their women embroider 
those fabulous 'Ganeshsthapans' as they 
did once; the Saoras ·of Orissa do not any 
more paint the same kind of wall murals 
as Verrier Elwin admired once; the present 
specimens are little more than loose 
graffiti. Insensitive commercialisation has 
done visible harm to Warli and Madhubani 
painting even if it may have increased its 
practice. The number of professional 
artisans, too, are dwindling as they do not 
receive the appreciation or remuneration 
they deserve. So they drift, in desperation, 
into humdrum professions; weavers take 
to rolling beedis, potters to making bricks, 
patuas to peddling paints and perfumes 



in village fairs, ganjifa painters to working 
as peons or clerks; and no wonder, the 
kind of education we impart makes people 
despise manual arts and skills. The 
situation can only worsen in the context of 
the country's new economic objectives 
which will make these changes quicker 
and more drastic. And in the process the 
present art panorama is sure to be 
devastated. 

What do we do in the face of this? Let the 
whole thing disappear before our eyes? 
And lose a large part of our cultural 
heritage? In many of the so-called 
developed countries this has happened 
without their knowing, forcing them now 
to come to countries like ours as cultural 
tourists to get a feel of what it was. In that 
sense our heritage is also a world heritage. 
At one time one fondly hoped that, in a 
mixed economy like ours, the artisan 
traditions and house-hold arts will have a 
chance to survive, however precariously. 
And this could educate the new generation 
of artists and artisans. Even lead, perhaps, 
the powers that be to think in terms of a 
more human and value-based plan of 
development. But this seems unlikely; the 
government and the trading community 
are taking a great leap forward to hook up 
with the world economic forces. What 
concerns them most are export earnings 
not human refinement; this makes one 
recall, with a tinge of sadness, William 
Slake's well-known lines, 'When nations 
grow old the Arts grow cold/And commerce 
sits on every tree'. 

In these circumstances the least we can 
do is to visually record the whole heritage, 
collect object specimens of the best kind, 
document methods c;>f fabrication and use 
and house these objects and data in 
musel.llls and archives region to region, 
speciality to speciality. These can recreate 
for the interested a picture of various art 

forms and educate them to value them. 
And provide, if an art form disappears, the 
wherewithal with which to recall it. This 
may motivate some to cultivate them in the 
new circumstances and use them for new 
purposes. Even sow the seeds of tradition 
in a non-traditional world. And teach the 
future planners to be more sensitive and 
circumspect. 

Is this being done? And on an adequate 
scale? Do we have museums and archives 
of this kind in the various regions where 
the specialist and the non-specialist can 
get a dependable picture of our heritage? 
I am afraid not. So the work of Jyoti Bhatt 
and some others like him is exemplary. lt 
pleases me to think that a number of them 
were my students and share my concerns. 
Painter and print-maker in his own right 
Jyoti spends a lot of his time recording 
village arts with great understanding and 
aesthetic sensibility. For him it is a labour 
of love and he uses his own resources. 
But the work is large and, seen against the 
rising tide of the new economic forces, the 
time is short. This calls for greater effort 
and larger resources. I hope that this 
exhibition of photographs will serve as an 
eye-opener to others and motivate public 
and private agencies to raise the 
necessary resources without delay. 

Santiniketan. K.G. Subramanyan 



My dream of buying a camera could only 
come true after I began teaching at the 
Faculty of Fine Arts, M.S. University of 
Baroda, in the early sixties. Using the 
camera instead of a sketch-book, I realised 
that it was not merely a fast means of 
documentation,but also one that 
maintained a higher degree of objective 
fidelity. 

In the summer of 1967 the Bharatiya Vidya 
Bhavan organised a seminar in Bombay 
on the folk arts of Gujarat, and along with 
it an exhibition. My involvement in this 
enabled me to travel in Gujarat, visiting 
villages and tribal regions I had never seen 
before. The photographs I produced then 
and exhibited during the seminar depicted 
artefacts in their proper context and 
environment: memorial stone carvings, 
shrines of gods and goddesses on the 
outskirts of a village or deep in the jungle, 
the decoration of houses and animals on 
ceremonial occasions; wall-paintings in 
temples and have/is; embroidery and bead 
work; tattoo marks on bodies, and so on. I 
could not cover much as there was not 
enough time. But this task had taken a 
special place in my heart, and the desire 
to continue the work whenever the 
opportunity arose was kindled. 

Luckily, I did not have to wait for long. 
Bhupendra Karia, an artist-photographer 
friend of mine from the U.S.A., came to 
India towards the end of the sixties and 
started working on his project to document 
through photographs the folk culture of 
Gujarat. I travelled frequently with him to 
various parts of the State, and in the 
course of three years of wandering I learnt 
the technique of photography, and the 
unique discipline of that pictorial language 
which sets it apart from painting. I came to 
recognise the importance of the camera 
as a means of doclJTlentation, and as a 
tool in sociological investigation, as well 

as the artisfs responsibility in the handling 
of it . These were aspects I had not 
bothered about much earlier. 1· became 
aware of the changes taking place in the 
homes, costumes and art forms of rural . 
people, as well as in their values. and 
norms- quite different from my memory 
of them from my childhood days. Some 
skills seemed no longer relevant; other had 
been forgotten or wiped out. Much of the 
finest specimens of crafts had found its 
way into private or public collections 
abroad. 

In 1969 we were joined by our sculptor 
friend Raghav Kaneria who during his 
four-year stay in England had also become 
a skilled photographer. Since then Kaneria 
and I have worked together most of the 
time. 

Many of the folk arts and crafts were slowly 
dying out or had disappeared altogether. 
The clothes people wore, their homes and 
occupations were gradually undergoing a 
metamorphosis, along with their attendant 
values and norms. lt was vital to record 
what remained before it got completely 
obliterated. lt was also absorbing to see 
how the alterations in lifestyle were coming 
about, to try to comprehend the causes, 
and to come to terms with their 
consequences. 

The superb bead-embroidery of the 
women of Kutch and Saurashtra was a 
case in point. Their extraordinary skill, was 
matched by their imagination in conceiving 
intricate patterns and designs for every 
purpose. They learnt the art from their 
mothers in earty childhood. Their garments 
were heavily embroidered, as were those 
of other family members, male and female, 
young and old. Beadwork and 
embroideries enhanced the walls and 
even bedcovers, pillow-cases and 
cushions. Special items were worked on 





for their bullocks and camels, and for fairs 
and festivals. 

'Nhen a girl got married, her embroidery 
formed part of her dowry, and she in turn 
would hand this skill down to her daughters 
,as their heritage. Developing the 
character as an industrious, diligent and 
cultured member of the community, was 
considered an essential part of education. 

Now very few women make or wear 
embroidered clothes. They prefer instead 
the flamboyant synthetic materials mass 
produced by mills and garment factories. 
So they consider anything like bead
embroidery a useless occupation, and 
such pieces that have been made or been 
left over find their way into tourist markets. 
lt is ironic that while formerly only the 
severest financial hardship would have 
compelled them to submit to the 
humiliation of selling off their exquisite 
handiwork, today that craft counts for 
nothing and is nonchalantly cast aside. 

The rural male population have gravitated 
towards urban centres to work as 
labourers, or in factories, or in the now
booming diamond-polishing industry. 
Large numbers had also been drawn to 
the Middle East, lured by higher wages. In 
the countryside, bullocks and camels are 
getting replaced by tractors, scooters and 
motorbikes. Women of the sheep-herding 
Rabari community used to wear jewellery 
made of ivory, while their children wore 
small glass beads and bangles. Not to 
conform to this custom was to be 
ostracized, but today, the observance of 
once-hallowed customs would invite the 
stigma of being regarded as 'backward'. 

The art of Rangoli is well known in Gujarat, 
even though there are no indigenous 
traditional designs found. During the rule 
of the Gaekwads, Rangoli was perhaps 

introduced through Maharashtra. Today, 
during Diwali however, few carry on the 
practice of decorating their floors with 
hand drawn Rango/i, and such designs 
which are currently used are made with 
plastic stickers: an 'instant' Rangoli in multy 
colours as a sign of good culture and the 
height of fashion! Even in south India 
where Rangoli is part of religious ritual, 
often the designs are not traditional nor 
gestures of personal devotion. As a sign 
of 'high literacy' among women, designs 
are copied from popular magazines which 
reproduce stereotyped patterns, without 
regard to regional style and characteris
tics. Where religious customs are still so 
strong as to enforce the use of Rango/i in 
the home, the drawing of it is novv often 
regarded as too lowly a task 1or the 
mistress of the house, and is delegated to 
the servants. Frequently in India the power 
of the mass media, i~stead of cultivating 
and refining taste, has contributed more 
towards destruction of the initiative and 
intutive self expression. 

lt is growing difficult for even remote 
villages to remain untouched by such 
wholesale urbanisation. Even the peasant 
is losing feeling for the soil. Terracotta toys, 
such as ghanti-ghoda, which have an 
unbroken tradition since the time of 
Mohenjo-daro and Harappa, are being 
replaced by plastic cars and planes. Clay 
images made as votive offerings for tribal 
shrines are sold at fairs organised by 
government departments, and end up as 
decorative pieces in city homes, shorn of 
their basic ritualistic association. While 
clothes which are spun, woven, printed 
and embroidered by hand are to be found 
in fashionable boutiques in the city, 
ironically, in the villages of their origin, they 
have been replaced by T-shirts with printed 
images of Bruce Lee and Mohammed Ali, 
and inviting messages like ' I am available' 
splashed across their fronts. Mercury-



coated sun-glasses with rainbow hues and 
pink moulded plastic slippers can be found 
in use among tribals in the remotest 
forests. The word 'nylon' has become so 
synonymous with quality that a village 
potter will refer to his best clay pot as a 
'nylon' pot, and the grocer will extol the 
'nylon' quality of his puffed rice! Khadi 
boards, originally inspired by Mahatma 
Gandhi 's ideal of promoting cottage 
industries in the rural areas, set a poor 
example of textiles with garish colours and 
ugly patterns printed in factories by screen 
printing in place of hand-cut wood-block 
prints of instinctive refinement. And as 
though this were not enough, the disciples 
of the apostle of non-violence fill their 
shelves in the Khadi Bhandars with plastic 
toy rifles, machine-guns and tanks made 
in urban factories !! 

Change is inevitably brought about by 
economic and social pressures in a time 
of political and industrial development. But 
it is a pity that the old should be stigmatised 
for the wrong reasons as being primitive, 
and that social status should depend on 
the destruction of what was beautiful and 
precious. Havelies exquisitely decorated 
with wall paintings are being pulled down, 
and their delicately carved wooden doors, 
windows and balconies dismantled to find 
their way into antique bazaars. These 
cultural and even historic treasures are 
replaced by hideous concrete structures, 
while stately temples and mural paintings 
are painted over with garish enamel paints. 

On the other hand , it must be 
acknowledged that some changes that are 
overtaking village and urban communities 
at an astounding pace are not only 
unavoidable, but indeed necessary. I have 
no pretensions or fixed aspiration with 
regard to the significance of my work from 
the sociological or anthropological point of 
v iew, or in the complex issues of 

preservation, conservation, or revival of 
once flourishing art and cultural traditions. 
All that I have tried to do in the last twenty 
five years has been to document as much 
as I could through still-photography within 
the limits of available resources. 

I have been greatly encouraged by 
distinguished photographers such as 
Raghu Rai and the late Kishor Parekh, and 
artists like Sankho Chaudhuri , K.G. 
Subramanyan and J . Swaminathan. 
Though settled abroad, Bhupendra Karia 
has continued to take a deep interest in 
my work, and has provided necessary 
guidance as well. 

Kaneria and I have sometimes been 
questioned as to the wisdom of having 
deserted our original disciplines of 
graphics and sculpture for photography. Is 
it not a come-down to give up art for 
photographic documentation? I have 
myself sometimes wondered about this. 
Yet the joy we experience on our trips is 
not to be lightly dismissed. We learn so 
much about our people, discover 
remarkable half-forgotten crafts, and are 
inspired by the folk arts of the countryside. 
Our efforts to preserve these ' frozen 
moments in time, which only photography 
can capture is reward enough. 
Photography has been used as a creative 
art form and a means of self-expression. 
We, however, have deliberately restricted 
ourselves to adopting it as a tool for 
recording the life and material culture of 
largely rural and tribal societies, chiefly out 
of a sense of urgency: they can be 
preserved, at least in the form of 
photographs, before they change beyond 
recognition or, sadly, even disappear 
altogether. 

What is unique about photography is the 
ability of the camera to freeze a decisive 
moment, or even the fraction of a moment, 



one that embodies the quintessence of a 
constantly fluid situation. This is what 
distinguishes it from painting. Occasionally 
under the influence of Cartier-Bresson we 
have sought to capture the transitory 
moment, but by and large our approach 
to a subject has been similar to the artist's 
approach to still-life or landscape. We do 
not miss the opportunity to synthesise 
human figures with static backgrounds that 
show painted or drawn images on walls 
or floors. The reason for including these, 
or birds and animals, is not in order to 
generate 'human interest', as is referred 
to in photographic jargon, but to give a 
sense of scale to the art forms recorded. 
Such content also generates important 
information, not only of the art forms, but 
of the human beings directly associated 
with them: who are they, what do they look 
like, how do they make, use, or relate to 
the art forms? Accordingly, these do not 
need to be 'candid' photographs, as far as 
the attitudes of the human beings or their 
expressions are concerned. That is not our 
purpose. We are not trying to catch the 
subjects off-guard, when their defences 
are down, in fact our intentions are quite 
the contrary. At times, when the person is 
conscious of the photographer and stares 
straight into the camera lens, some of their 
racial and ethnic characteristics achieve 
a kind of spontaneous permanence in the 
photograph. 

. 
I am only too aware of the fact that, owing 
to the limitations of my own understanding 
of the medium, I have not been able to 
portray all that I have seen and 
experienced. Despite this, I have ventured 
to exhibit these photographs in the hope 
that they will convince the viewer of the 
importance of documenting a living culture 
of the people of this vast sub-continent. 
The territory is so extensive, and the 
culture in such imminent danger, that many 
more people are required who are 
impassioned with the same obsession. 

In this context the weaver-poet Kabir's 
words ring even truer : 

"kal kare so aaj kar 
Aaj kare so ab. 11 

Do not put off till tomorrow, that which can 
be done today; that which you can do 
today, do it now. 

Jyoti Bhatt 
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