Making India Visible
Abstracts

Days 1 and 2

Rachel Dwyer, SOAS, University of London
The aesthetics of the Indian elephant were famously invoked by M.F. Husain in his film Gajagamini, she who has the gait of an elephant. This paper explores the aesthetics of the Indian elephant (elephas maximus indicus), which was declared a National Heritage Animal in 2010, in view of its contribution to Indian culture and history.   It is not surprising that the elephant features in Hindi film, but it is striking that it features in a range of genres, where it is shown to have a complex status, being divine, a moral and noble animal with human qualities, as well as a working animal participating in warfare and in circuses.  The elephant’s qualities are often contrasted with those of humans, with the elephant always esteemed for its moral rectitude, its devotion, its dedication and its sense of joy.  Although the Hindi film cannot feature the elephant’s current status as an endangered species whose only predator is man, it does create an interest and empathy for this symbolically significant animal.
Kajri Jain, University of Toronto

 “The Handbag that Exploded: Mayawati’s Monuments and the Aesthetics of Democracy in Post-Reform India.”

Ever since the Bahujan Samaj Party leader Mayawati came to power as Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh she has been at the centre of media controversy, mostly because of her massive drive to build monuments and statues of "Dalit icons", including, notoriously, statues of herself holding her trademark handbag. The media coverage so far has largely represented majority public opinion as "infuriated and sickened" at her profligate waste of public money on party propaganda and "self-aggrandizement" rather than the material betterment of her constituency. To this opinion, propounded by right and left alike, is opposed the (almost exclusively Dalit) defence that Dalits have a legitimate claim to being represented in the same forms that have hitherto been available to others. In all this discussion, very little attention has been paid to the aesthetics and formal vocabularies of these monuments and statues, or to the genealogies of practice within which they are embedded.
Ananya Kabir, University of Leeds 

“Sons of the Soil: Clay as the Indian Artist’s Material, Metaphor and Metonym”

In an earlier reading of M. F. Husain’s autobiographies in Hindi and English, I suggested that his portrayal as a ‘secular artist’ be nuanced by extracting, from his writings, the impact of Partition on his self-fashioning and his artistic oeuvre. This conclusion was supported by my examination of Husain’s creative relationship to what I termed the ‘little traditions’ and turn to the vernacular worlds of his childhood. The presentation I wish to offer to ‘Making India Visible’ will continue this train of investigation by focusing on the imaginative uses made of clay by Indian artists of Husain’s generation, including Husain himself. Clay, I will argue, as manifested in terracotta objects, offers this generation of ‘Nehruvian’ artists’ material, metaphor and metonym to imagine the newly-created Indian nation as modern as well as traditional, connected to antiquity as well as to local vernacularisms. How this performative and pedagogic role (to use terminology coined by Homi Bhabha) granted to clay conceals as well as works with the stuff of modernism as trauma is what my presentation will also hope, inter alia, to uncover. 

Saloni Mathur, UCLA

Modalities of the Museum in South Asia

For the past six years, I have been involved in a collaborative research project that has taken the form of a multi-faceted investigation into the history and theory of museums in South Asia. My paper will provide a brief overview of the many issues and phenomena uncovered by this project related to museums and their contexts of display in Indian society.  I will foreground, in particular, the museum’s relationship to the realm of “the popular,” a theme that emerged as a central preoccupation of India’s so-called Museum Movement in the decades following Independence.  From the late 1940’s on, the members of the latter sought a far-reaching re-examination of the museum’s role in Indian society through a redefinition of its responsibility to the public.  And yet, their self-conscious efforts to “popularize” the institution reveal a number of enduring conceptual difficulties with respect to the issue of the museum’s mass audience, the interface between subalterity and spectatorship, and the relationship of the museum as an urban institution to India’s rural populations. Building on the work of Tapati Guha-Thakurta and Gyan Prakash, which has highlighted the question of colonial visitorship in several important ways, I situate a perspective on the nexus of issues regarding the colonial/postcolonial museum in South Asia at the intersection of recent approaches to popular culture, the visual sphere, and modernism’s unfolding in the Indian subcontinent.

Ranjani Mazumdar, Jawaharlal Nehru University

 “Retro Bombay in Contemporary Cinema”
Indian cities in the last two decades have witnessed major transformations. The rise of innovative architectural designs, new forms of infrastructure and the ubiquitous presence of technological gadgets have marked this moment as globalization. This transformation has created a dense visual and aural landscape in which the sound of the cell phone follows us everywhere along with new surfaces and objects that pervade the city. The intoxicating sensorium generated by urban renewal, shop signage, branding, and the power of light is making the ruins of the old industrial city slowly fade away. It is this juncture that has triggered off a cinematic re-visiting of Bombay’s pre-globalized urban form. Mani Ratnam’s Guru (2007), Sudhir Mishra’s Khoya Khoya Chand (2007), Milan Luthria’s Once Upon a Time in Mumbai (2010), Chandan Arora’s Striker (2010), and Mahesh Manjrekar's City of Gold (2010) are examples of films that have created vivid images of Bombay before the advent of globalization. The narratives of these 21st century films are located at different moments of the last sixty years. The films draw on perceived notions of Bombay’s recent past, to specifically design a city devoid of the signs of the present. These urban 'sets' created by production and costume designers contain familiar and antiquated material. The sets are either constructed in studios or generated through a transformation of real locations, to adapt to the time of the films. Production designers work with a material memory of the past - magazines, films, photographs, memoirs, paintings, architectural manuals, and music. There is a fascination with outmoded or obsolete technology, older forms of home decor, fashion and accessories. The retro past is always a recent past, a nostalgic admiration for a world that has just passed us by. The act of revisiting draws from both high and low forms and is consumed by aesthetic tensions. This paper engages with the material, cultural and historical transactions involved in the recreation of India’s best known city before the entry of globalization.

William Mazzarella, University of Chicago

 “Girdwood’s Gift: The Performative Limits of Imperial Propaganda”

The paper explores the story of H D Girdwood, a traveling propagandist controversially employed by the India Office during World War I. My discussion focuses on the discomfort that Girdwood's blend of realistic documentary and performative fiction generated for colonial administrators. I suggest that this discomfort was not simply a symptom of a growing emphasis on photo-documentary "truth," but also, in a more complex way, connected to the faltering performative foundations of imperial legitimation during this period.

Partha Mitter, University of Sussex

 “Rabindranath Tagore’s Art and Global Modernism”

The paper discusses India's engagement with the discourse on global modernism by taking Rabindranath Tagore, one of the key figures in the creation of Indian modernity. Both as an educationist and as a painter Tagore took an active and lively interest in European culture, particularly modernism. He was deeply interested in Franz Cizek whose educational ideas had inspired the avant-garde artists of Vienna. His special relationship with the Bauhaus led to the exhibition of works of Klee, Kandinsky and other artists of Bauhaus in Calcutta in 1922. Tagore's painting, which emerged in the late 1920s, show a radical expressionist approach, a series of powerful and enigmatic works that do not owe to individual western artists but were part of a global modernist milieu to which Tagore belonged. While taking note of his radical paintings, the paper will concentrate on his special relationship with the Bauhaus, especially the striking parallels between Tagore's educational ideals and the Walter Gropius' notion of art and the community.

Christopher Pinney, University College London
"Gandhi, Camera, Action! Anna Hazare and the 'media fold' in twenty-first century India"

The narrative in my presentation traces a small part of my experience during my most recent visit to India in August and September of this year (2011). It attempts to convey a sense of some of the ways in which popular visual culture is still playing out a set of political concerns and ‘media tactics’ that are foregrounded in Professor Jain’s exhibition currently on display at the Museum of Ethnology. My account starts in Delhi, then moves to rural Madhya Pradesh, and ends in Mumbai on the day of the immersion of Ganesh images. 

In late August of this year much of India was transfixed by the actions of a septuagenarian neo-Gandhian, Anna Hazare. Fasting, possibly until death (he would curtail his hunger strike in the 13th day), he sat on a stage, in Delhi’s Ramlila grounds underneath a large photographic image of M.K. Gandhi. The events at the Ramlila grounds received ever increasing media coverage: dozens of Indian news channel crews erected their own stages on the edge of the ground, numerous cameras mounted on cranes documented every moment, and the visual image of Anna Hazare as a “second Gandhi’ or “come-again Gandhi” was beamed across the country 24 hours a day.  The relationship between Anna Hazare and M.K.Gandhi powerfully demonstrates the continuing vitality of figures associated with anti-colonial nationalism, not simply as empty points of visual reference but as forces that continue to animate, in complex ways, the political landscape and the repertoire of political possibilities in India. If, as is often claimed, Hazare is in some sense 'repeating' Gandhi, can we also detect a more widespread repetition and citation at work which embeds contemporary Indian politics in something akin to what Jameson termed 'Third World allegory'? It is this “burden” of India's colonial history which I hope to illuminate in this presentation, together with the concept of the 'media fold'. It is my hope that this will explicate the layering and bricolage which characterizes much popular Indian visual culture and whose logic seems to demand that the future is always half-seen-in-advance. 

Arvind Rajagopal, NYU

“Notes on Advertising”

It is well known that state-led economic growth was central to the period of Nehruvian development and that educated middle classes were entrusted with a technocratic function in the process. As a result, there was a tutelary hierarchy, with the state at the top, educated middle classes in the middle, and the rest at the bottom. The visual culture of the time as reflected in advertising, inverted the relationship between classes, interestingly. Advertisers sought to fashion a consumption aesthetic for the well-to-do, modeled on what were by then established norms of their profession. It was the working classes for whom efficiency and utility were emphasized as the main means of judging consumer goods; the latter could not justify the expenditure required to develop a consumption aesthetic specifically for them. Moreover, in the Nehruvian context, it was far from clear what such an aesthetic might be. Advertisers presented themselves as modernizers, and their understanding of this mission entailed a certain distance from indigenous culture. My paper will present images detailing and complicating this account of advertising, working across Hindi and English language ads, and across print and televisual platforms. I will suggest that a consideration of questions of voice and sound, where relevant, can shift our understanding of the archive of visual culture in advertising in important ways.  

Sumathi Ramaswamy, Duke University

 “Sly Civility in the Post-Colony: M.F. Husain’s Images of the Raj”

This presentation seeks to forefront the ludic quality in the work of Maqbool Fida Husain by focusing on his Images of the Raj, a series of paintings dating to the mid-1980s in which he offers a post-colonial visual commentary on the erstwhile colonial world in which he had been born and raised.   In my presentation, I consciously reflect as a professional historian of colonial India on what I learn from these remarkable canvases that I have missed in my years of immersion in official text-based archives. I also explore the ethical charge to Husain’s playfulness, and I propose that the ludic comes with its own politics that is important to examine especially in our troubled times.

Bulbul Tiwari, Stanford University 
Mahamultipedia Exhibit 
The exhibit complements the launch of a new digital site on Indian myth, epic & ritual: www.MahaMultipedia.com. Additionally, MM is a pedagogical resource and is currently being tested at a new course being offered at Stanford this fall, The Digital Codex (Religious Studies and Comparative Literature). The digital site is a vast collection of stories, images and video spanning two thousand years of Indian visual culture. These extracts traverse ritual, classical dance-drama, folk theatre, sculpture, film and television narratives and end up creating a new version of the great Hindu epic, The Mahabharata. Based on the first entirely digital dissertation at the University of Chicago (only the third of its kind in the US), Maha Multipedia is now a global site open to all.

The installation focuses on only one episode from the Mahabharata: the disrobing and humiliation of the beautiful and fiery heroine Draupadi. This episode is always the first answer to the question, “why did this noble family go to war and destroy itself?” Draupadi is wife to the five good brothers. In a ritual dice game she is staked and lost to the bad brothers—who then try to strip her in public. She is saved by a miracle: Krishna makes her sari endless. In the gallery you will find eight images and four objects that illustrate different representations of this pivotal episode across media and history. The most obvious divide to note is one between the pre-modern theatrical forms and mass-media forms. While the older traditions offer a range of versions, most stress the divinity and power of Draupadi. Differing radically we find her a pitiful and powerless victim in mass-media versions--albeit one hungry for revenge and vocal about her humiliation. Instead the piety and miraculous powers of Krishna are the focal point of these modern re-tellings. In my talk I will offer some reasons for why this may be the case.  
Ravi Vasudevan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, New Delhi
 “Film as Infrastructure: Information, Communication and Exhibition Practices in Colonial and Early Independent India, 1920s-1950s”

This paper explores the truly remarkable elaboration of film as an infrastructure of information, communication and exhibition in India in the first half of the twentieth century. The aim is to present a preliminary mapping of the policies, technologies, patterns of consumption, and the geographies of circulation and exhibition through which film acquired this presence.  
My working premise is that film experience was defined by a wide and differentiated arc of film practices. Film-making was a multi-sited activity, developing formats for domestic, instructional, propagandist, and news-based themes along with the more spectacular entertainment product. Films of different sorts were lugged around by itinerant “bioscopewalahs”, or on bullock carts, lorries and trains, and exhibited in personal, educational, makeshift or permanent theatrical circuits. The challenge is to research these forms as an ensemble, and in their distinct niches, circulating in overlapping tracks, and generating an archive of mediatized life.

Karen Zitzewitz, Michigan State University

 “The Originality of M.F. Husain: The Problem of Reception”

Across his long career, M. F. Husain was estimated to have made anywhere from 10,000 to 40,000 works of art.  His prolific practice was a crucial part of his legend, in which his power to work spontaneously was central.  It also led some to complain that the painter was profligate and that his excessive repetition would harm his legacy or at least leave him open to fakery.  Both interpretations emphasize the role played by repetition--or, better, by self-citation--in Husain’s practice.  This paper reflects on repetition by returning to Rosalind Krauss’s classic discussion of the close relationship between originality, reproduction, and authenticity in modern art.  It argues that self-citation is the crucial framework for understanding Husain’s artistic development, because it joins his elevation of process over product to his production of a flexible and self-referential iconography.

Day 3

Art, Capital, and the Public

Moderator: Pamela Lee, Stanford University

Panelists: Deepanjana Klein, Christie’s, Dipti Mathur, Independent Collector and Art Critic, and Susan Bean, Peabody Essex Museum

This conversation will reflect critically on the nexus between art and capital and the public and international positioning of modern and contemporary Indian art. Some questions that will guide the discussion include: What are the energies that are shaping the art market? Does the art become a commodity circulating among elites and thus perhaps starts to lose its place in the cultural life of people and more importantly, as a critical medium? What are ways in which collectors and curators negotiate these double pulls and somehow possibly overcome them? In the U.S, what are the constraints that are getting in the way of a deeper engagement with new art from India?
Seeing Distance: Lens-based practices in contemporary Indian Art

Moderator: Santhi Kavuri-Bauer, San Francisco State University
Panelists: Allan DeSouza, Sreshta Rit Premanth, Anjalika Sagar and Kodwo Eshun of The Otolith Group

The four artists on this panel will speak about their art practice in relationship to Indian visual culture within a global context of diasporic perspectives. These artists, all of whom are primarily working at a geographic distance from India, will articulate a range of responses where the inclusion of India goes beyond obvious representations—submerged visual references and parallel mirrors—which serve to provide alternative avenues for connectivity to place or culture. In these scenarios, India often floats among other signifiers in a complex field of reference points, icons, and landscapes. The images are drawn from archives, either historical ones that are reclaimed or image banks created by the artists themselves, which redirect our attention to new details or under-recognized histories or possibilities. 

If one begins a discussion about contemporary art in India with an assumption of the prominence of lens-based mediums in visual culture, new interpretive methodologies become available, which by necessity shift attention away from painting’s and sculpture’s historical primacy. As photography emerged as a medium during the mid-19th century, it is inherently linked to the colonial period. Therefore considering those beginnings, both in terms of British photography in India and early photography by Indians, yields a deeper appreciation of current practices in this medium. Experimental video practitioners often use multi-pronged visual strategies fueled by diasporic and nomadic experience to decenter or alternately recenter locality in India, to align with individual experience or the collective imaginary. Of particular interest is a notion espoused by Andreas Huyssen in his essay, “Memories of Utopia,” that utopia is intricately related to the improvement of the real. This concept appears to be particularly useful in the context of India, when “the nation” becomes a distributed platform for challenging received region-based identities. 
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