|3 BARODA

[

- . . '_.--" 1\ Rt H? i : .
B .

gk ™ - 5 ‘.‘ - 1 l LY o
T e il o

An exhibition of paintings, sculp-
ture and prints was organised at
the Faculty of Fine Arts, Baroda
from 9 - 12 December cdn-
currently with the UGC National
Seminar. The exhibition was cura-
ted by Chaitanya Sambrani. Exce-
rpts from the catalogue essay.
OING this exhibition has en-
tailed for me a challenge not
only because of its size or the so-
mewhat ambitious scope of its ar-
gument, | was faced with the
choice of dealing with the subject
in a dry, scholarly, documentary
manner or of writing uncon-
ventionally, allowing myself to be
moved by the work | was dealing
with - for without doubt, we are
looking at some of the most re-
markably intense work produced

in India in the first section. | have
chosen at the risk of losing out on
academic sophistication and rig-
our, to follow the latter course -
perhaps it is a better way to do jusi-
Ice 10 my subject,

I believe that the art histoni-
an/critic 1s before everything a wri-
ter; a craftsperson with words, My
work joins that of the others, on
the wall - written in response to
their times and mine and hopeful-
ly entening into a dialogue with its
readers.
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In Search of the Encounter
: Group 1890 revisited

“The Group 1890 was formed in
a meeling of artists from vanious
parts of the country held at Bha-

J. Swaminathan
(oil on canvas 1965)

vnagar on August 25-26, 1962, It
derives its name simply from the
house of J. Pandya, who was host
to the conferring artists.’ (from the
Group 1890 catalogue, 1963).

The first (and only) show of the
Group was held at Rabindar Bha-
van, Lalit Kala Akademi, New
Delhi in October 1963. The exhibi-
tion was inaugurated by the then
Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru
in the presence of Octario Paz,
Mexican writer and Ambassador
to India.

The participating artists were,
Ambadas, Jyoti Bhatt, Eric Bo-
wen, Raghav Kanena, Rajesh Me-
hra, Reddeppa Naidu, S.G. Nikam,.
Balknishna Patel, Jeram Patel, Hi-
mmat Shah, G.M. Sheikh and J.
Swaminathan (to whom the Gro-
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An exposition of
vulnerability

by Chaitanya Sambrani

Raghav Kaneria Scarecrow
(welded steel 1963)

up 1890 manifesto is attributed).
‘Those who worship ignorance
live in gloom; and they who beli-
eve in knowledge live in greater
gloom." (from the Upanishads qu-
oted on the cover of Contra '66
no. 5-6, a journal edited by J.
Swaminathan, 1967).
* Implicit within the unfolding of
the rhetoric toward the ‘undefin-
ing' of art in the Group 1890 mani-
festo is the admission of a search
for an unknown. A search which is
worked out as a series of denials
= of established notions about art, a
series of neti, neti statements. Per-
haps, it would be wrong to say that
the scarch is entirely for that
which is not known - perhaps it is
a search for that which is known
elementarily in some secret corner
of the mind. Perhaps, it is an ende-
avour to unlock, to enter into and
to tap the potential of this secret
corner, making it the raison d'etre
for one's life, one’s work, A se-
arch carried out amid a host of con-
fusions, a search which neverthel-
ess displays a lucidity, amr honesty
that does not stop short of expos-
ing one's vulnerabilities; for do
not rebellion and provocative posi-
tions entail an acknowledgement
of insufficiency, an offering up of
| oneself as a target? As i0
Paz puts it ‘‘To say that we don't
know with entire certainty where
we are going is a proof of lucidity.

The unexpected would be if some-
body actually knew it. Does any of
our gues, moralists, lead-

. know it?"" (

To my mind there are clearly
two ways approaching the mo-
ment of 1890: by going back in
time to scrutinise the reasons and
circumstances about the coming
together of this group of artists;
and by situating that moment - and
(therefore) one’s own - in relation
to each other. These options
would tend to merge into one an-
other at some point and that is how
it should be, for the pursuit of
knowledge can never truly be uni-
linear.

The coming together of these ar-

limited extent of to art
in India in the lmt allow
too many to make a living as
free-lanice artists, There were a pre-
cious few art exhibitions of pres-
tige - the National Exhibition of
the Lalit Kala Akademi and the An-
nual Exhibition of the Bombay Art
Society among them, A National
Award was still a great achieve-
ment to be for in the pursuit
of a successful career,

; There was simultaneously a feel-
ing of dissatisfaction among these

i
(Group 1890 catslogue, 1963).

artists who came to age in the ea-
tly 60s - nothing was happening,
as Gulam Mohammed Sheikh puts
it - a dissatisfaction resulting from
the work of the elder generation as
well as their own, which seemed
to be following comfortably in the
dual pursuit of formalistic adher-
ence to concerns with line, colour,
space, etc., and of a broad ‘posi-
tion' of a sovereign, national, In-
dian identity informed with a

_humanist preoccupation.

It would be a quite a natural alli-
ance then, which i1s formed among
young artists seeking to find a space
to speak (and to be heard from), to
find a collective voice to their dis-
content,

In retrospect the ‘Moment of
Group 1890’ (term used by Vivan
Sundaram) becomes significant in
that it marks a watershed in the de-
velopment of the modern in Inida.
The expliocit denial of history in the
Group 1890 Manifesto seen literal-
ly may lead one to the conclusion of
an anti = modernist reactionism, a
premature leap into the post -~ Mod-
ern, 2s it were, However, if one ta-.
kes into account the idea that by the
early 1960s independence and sove-
reignty had come to be values conso-
lidated in the dominant culture, it
becomes clear that as alternate iden-
tity (or non-pidentity, in this case)
needs to be posited in spaces other
than either that of the imagined past
— tradition - to which fidelity/conne-
ctions must be made evident or of
the catch — up— with - the - west age-
nda of Nehruvian policy. Getting
the then Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru to inaugurate the show is now
significant of a tongue - in - check
gesture of rebellion, especially
when seen in relation to J.
Swaminathan urging that *‘Indian ar-
tists take the risky stand taken by all
artists worth the name everywhere;
that of being in opposition to the rul-
ing culture."’

Here then is the point of the com-
ing of age of the modern in India, a
place of great fecundity from where
many paths branch out for the artists
involved and for those who set out
to follow them.

ACT II Characterising My Gener-
ation: Six Young Artists. Artists re-
presented: Kriti Arora, H. G.
Arunkumar, Avantika Bawa, Shruti
Ncﬁn, Parvaize, Praneel Soi. ;

“How shall [ charasiexisc my g2n-
ecration? In a sense, nothing has ever
happened to us; most of us have al-
most no public life, no or na-
tion; no public event has shattered
ourt lives...; we've never been for-
ced to clarify our values. It's per-
haps more difficult for us than for
the Weimar generation to identify
heroes and villains; the villains are
inside us. So many ‘heavyweight'
subject matter is more likely to be
drawn from another place or histori-
cal epoch than out of our own pre-
sent predicament.” (the British artist
and critic, Timothy Hyman, 1981).

The exhibition occupied two sep-
arate rooms, but | intended for them
to be seen in relation to each other, |
say relation at the nisk of sounding
vague but that is deliberate; not that
I want to emphasize the value of am-
biguity at this juncture. Rather, that
is the very point of the argument:
the artist — rebels of the sixties in the
other hall were speaking in many vo-
ices, disparate notes that yet had a
common denominator — that of a pas-
!iﬂ\l;l?lﬂ search for anthenticity.

¢, on the other hand, though we
speak in many tongues feel
simultaneously tongue-tied at the
idea of articulating a dialogue with

collapse. Sardar Sarovar, Bosnia, Ja-
mmu and Kashmir, Ayodhya, Bo-
mbay, Rwanda, Somalia, Haiti,
Nagpur....the list is endless.

And yet we are told to believe in
the global village - as if AT&T pos-

sess an answer to all the world’s

F-nhlm: trust me - the operator's
1o

zen smile flashes from the billpo-
ards — and [ shall put you through.

What do we know of liberalisa-
tion, we whose faculties for sensitiv-
ity and for rational thought have
successively and ruthlessly been be-

_nhumbed by a constant bombardment

presidents eat out of
the hands of film stars — and where a
Prime Minister sits at the feet of god-
men prior to discussing state policy.
What meaning then, can authenti-
city have for us, we who have witne-
ssed without murmur the very

who must then turn to & Bob Dylan,
a John Beaz, a Bob Marley, or in a
different sense, (o a i

a Jeram Patel for emancipation and
a renewal of faith in the value-of re-
bellion,

v
There are no answer blowmg in
the mind here for no winds blow
upon this desolation of the mind;
where the market poses as the sole
arbiter of values, where the chant of
Bigger, Better, Faster, se-
eks to become the mantra to salva-
tion. 2
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