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Wilson Haimis

“_That between the traditional and the new, or between order and adventure, there is no real opposition, and that what we call tradition todss

knit work of centuries of adventure.”
Joege Luis Borges

radition and maodernity are not contradictory or exclusive. They are merely two different
manifestations, which can interact beneficially. Tradition is still commenly considered a
“thing of the past” without any contemporary legitimacy, and modernity is often mistakenly
viewed as modemism.

What is tradition? The straightforward answer may be that it is the accumulated heritage of a
culture, that is, the symbolic culture of a group. Tradition is located in the historic roots of the
present culture. The formulation of this accumulated heritage of 2 group, ils vanous events,
people or historical processes become mythologised and function as images, as symbols, as
myth or belief-systems. Tradition — the source of wisdom, of knowladge, of tools of survival —
tolerates the coexistence of a multitude of fife forms, of cultural patterns and ways of life. it
shelters the forgotten, the marginalised and the destitute, the scum and refuse of progress. It
is an-area of diversity in opposition to the uniformity of modem structures. [ts every corner
houses untold colours, designs, languages, tastes, sights, and smells,

Quuite often tradition is viewed az anti-progress, a dead weight to scientific knowledge and
technological advancements, rooted in a fantastic, glorified past. But there is a great
power in continuing the centrality of tradition in India, It is diametrically opposite 1o
Western! developed societies. These societies in the overwhelming desire to embrace
progress have lost their past traditions {religious, social, cultural, artistic practices) and
now have fo look outside themselves towards societies like us, which have not whaolly
jettisoned their past, in search of a belief-system and a sense of continuity. But this
situating within the traditional doesn't deny India's grasp of or participation in the modem
and post-modem discourses. On the contrary, the simultanecus cheek-by-jowl cosxistence
of all three strands is cleardy manifest in our cultural expressions and art practices.

This brings us to the question of what constitutes modernity? Modernity may ba
understood as the sense or the idea that, through a process of social and cultural change,
life in the present is fundamentally different fram life in the past. Maodermity is thus, a keen
sense of originality of a specific culture at a particular moment in space and time.
Modermnity must be distinguished from amnesia, because nothing can be measured to be
different, original, innovative, if the benchmark is not acknowledged or is delibarately
forgotten or ignored! Thus, modermnity being the vibrant expenence of unigueness of any
mament in histery is simultaneously the infricately bonded experience of a contemporary
prezent with its historical memorny.

The ‘crisis of transition’ from the traditional to the modem is not particularly easy to
pinpoint and define within the Indian context. What is traditional today? s it craft? Is it the
decorative arts? What is modemn? Did a tradition undergo a transition or mere
displacement? Is the transition more about context than content? Is merely a change of
format transition? Is the artisan the onginal traditional artist meticulously adhering to the
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Mckim Marmiott, who was in India during the Second Warld War and his successor, Milton
Singer, who studied India in the 1950s, focused on the specific strategies used by urban
Indians to manage the simultanecus presence of tradition and modermity in their everyday
lives. They found that by compartmentalising traditional and modem contexts/ institutions,
Indians simultanecusly parochialised and universalised their immediate environment. The
latter is a process whereby elements of the mini traditions (customs, rites, deities) ascend to
became part of the ‘great’ tradition and thus acquires universal status. The former is the
opposite, the filtering of slements of the ‘great’ tradition which become personal and confined.

Tradition in culture most commonly refers to India's visual legacy or art practices. The desi
categorses street and popular images, folk and tribal art, craft. The margi encompasses
murals, wall paintings, manuscripts and scrolls, miniature traditions till the Kalighat pats.

Falk, tribal art or craft has traditionally been studied within the utilitarian framework for its
use or performance rather than as part of the aesthetic discourse. lts usefulness, by
employing tradition and simple methods, often demanded collective work. And as the
producers and consumers of folk art are not from different social groups, it has led to the
situating of folk art as a community effort. With the appropriation of folk aesthetics inta
modern art practices by artists such as Swaminathan, who adopted and adapted the art of
Biastar, it is still viewed as a collective creation and evolves from within the community®.

Folk aesthetics played a vital role in articulating the modern/nationalist language of India at
the turn of the 19th century. Coomaraswamy wrote extensively to shatter the boundaries
segregating fine art and craft and attempted to construct a pedigree that included miniatura
and folk traditions. He argued against the colonial view which determined aesthetic
standards by European representational art and the classification of art as folk or classical.
He spoke of Indian art in terms of desi and margi, secular and sacred, placing folk art with
the rmargi and the traditions of miniature, local and provincial schools with desi.

Coomaraswamy usad this system of classification to specify that Indian art was people’s
art, Thus, he tock the view that Mughal painting *even when mere refined than Hindu
painting is a byway rather than a highway art; it is essentially an art of poriraiture...a
“dated" art, which iz as much to say a "placed” { desi) art. For we cannot logically restrict
the idea of “local” to a merely spatial significance...” he commented, writings from an
ideclogical resistance to colonialism (1937:78).

Besides Coomaraswamy's acumen, Rabindranath Tagore and J.Swaminathan have also
written extensively on the concept of tradition and modemity in their own sphere of excellence.

Kalighat pats represent an example of the rural urban artistic interface creating new
aesthetics based in metropolis. Deriving from the scroll painting of folk Bengal, they
employed modem tools of paper and chemically created paint to portray contemporary
themes using folk farms, composition and colours.

At Santiniketan, in West Bengal, a unique art school was set up by Rabindranath Tagore in
1901.. It became a hub of art activity, basically a site which saw the translations of
Tagore's experiments with education. Tagore was deeply engaged with the discourses of
tradition and modernity. Benodebehari Mukherjee and Ramkinkar Baij, who were the early
students of the school, along with Nandalal Bose brought in their combined energies and
made Santiniketan the center of modern art in India.. With its multidisciplinary slant and
Tagore's precccupation with culture of the environment, Santiniketan opened its wings to
western thoughts, ideas and art practices.

Z Chatterji, Ao The Category of Foll®, Das, V. 2003; 567-597,

(b right) Kartikeya, Kalighat painting, 43 x 38 oms, watercolour on papar, mid-nineteenth century, coll: Chestar Hanadtz, USA.

(helow left] Amrita Sher-Gil, Mother India, 72.3 x 97.7 cma, ail on caneas, 1935 coll: NGRA,

137 oms, olecgraph, 1896
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What came first, the folk or the classical? If we were
to adopt the Coomaraswamy model sacred and
secular go hand in hand. All through the ages the
tribal, folk, agricultural and urban societies have
existed side by side.

Both modernism and the avant-garde in the West
always define themselves in relation to two cultural
phenomena; the traditional bourgeois high culture
and the vernacular and popular culture which is
increasingly transforming into modern commercial
mass culture. Thiz iz a volatile relationship, as most
debates tend to valonse the former at tha expense
of the latter.

Most post-colonial communities see themselves as
having arrived at their modern art practices by their
own routes developing from a strong base in their
own traditions rather than having been given madern
art by “Western” innovators. (Edwards, 5. 1999:227),

If we were to follow Raymond Williams's situating of
modernism in the penod 1890 to about 1940, when
the “canon” of modermn art was fashioned and widaly
valorised, then the beginning of modernism in Indian
art, which developed during and was influenced by
the colonial domination by the British coinciding with
the fifty years earmarked by Williams, bacomes a
valid histoncal process,

Raymonds believes that modernism originally
developed as a rejection of capitalist culture, both
aristocratic and socialist, has today been effectively
incorporated into contemporary mass media, “The
modern” is a perpetual condition, founded on exile,
homelessness, ancnymity. Much of these conditions
can be applied to India where the modermn language
grew as the voice of a nation attempting to locate
itself within and without the national politics of
attaining freedom.

Modemism in India, according to Geeta Kapur, has
the oddest retroactive trajectories (2000:287). On
the one hand, we have Raja Ravi Varma who in tha
late 1800s was upheld by the British and Indians
alike as a true ‘gentleman’ artist, His imagery was
influenced by and synthesised the various elements
of his traditional Hindu upbringing with his British
education, creating a pictorial language which the
vast Indian public could identify with and were most
visually comfortable with. Without blindly aping the
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A gap still exists between tradition and medamity in our country aggravated by the
complexities and tensions, which are inherent in any development. These also became a
predominant feature of this transition. The exhibition appraises the manner in which
traditions have been assimilated, translated, transformed and even included in the
contemporary art praclices.

It also attempts to examine the new visual vocabulary that has emerged at the tum of the
millennium, from the ancient to the modem, from the modemn to the post-modern and 1o
contemporary art practices. In painting and sculpture there is an underlying thread of
cantinuity with fractures and ruptures at moments in history. Post-colonial India brought
with it its ewn neurasis and with contemporary art geographical spaces are changing with
artists moving from India to the West and vice versa.

The participating artists have been chosen with some thought, Each one approaches the
dichotomy inherent in our present debate from a different position using themes, materials
or styles as their choice from which to engage in the tradition/modern discourse. None of
them claims to be either or but realises her/his art in the contemporary without a violent
disclaimer of the past, recognising the debt we owe to our tradition.

Founder member of Group 1880 in 1962, J. Swaminathan (1929-94) in the manifesto
declared a formal rejection of Western values in art. Trained at the Delhi Polytechnic, he
became a full time artist in 1950s. The main feature of his paintings was simplicity of form
and composition. The vivid imagery and bright celour, geometry and brush painting gave
way to the use of symbols, a direct influence of the tribal arts and he began to use his
fingers to apply the pigment in order to achieve the desi red effect. His attraction to
materiall ritualf occult resituated the still extant visual culture of iconic forms present in
India. He polarised Indian and western aesthetics.

Manijit Bawa (b. 1941) trained at the Delhi College of Art. Inspired by Puranic texts and
miniature paintings from Basholi, Bawa, like many artists participating in this exhibition, makes
free use of tradition by mythic attributes and invented ancestral onging in his work (Kapur,
When was Modemism, 2000:369). His works don’t subvert iconography to elicit nostalgia but
employ religious metaphors placed in natural surroundings to, not 5o much take a reactionary
stance in the post-colonial era, but form an independent expression that serves to define
difference. Manjit Bawa's work depicts a harmonious coexistence of man and animal. Deeply
influenced by Sufism, he believes that scriptures explain human action and reaction, cause and
effect. His sources of inspiration - Pahari miniature traditions, folk lore, love songs of Heer
Ranjha and Sohni Mahiwal, Krishna legends and the mystical poetry of the Sufi mystics like
Bulle Shah, are all exscuted in bold colours and forms devoid of any Westem influence.

Jogen Chowdhury (b. 1929 trained in Paris and returned to India in 1968 to develop a
distinctly Indian drawing sensibility (Sinha, Indian Art: An Overview, 2003:135). He too,
like Swaminathan, rejects outright any foreign influence which detracts from a search for a
visual idiom rooted in India. Jogen repeatedly employs symbols from everyday Bengali life
like the bolster or local produce. His images belong to pre-industrial India. He is firmly
aquated with post-modernism because his art smoothly bridges the time between modern
and pre-modern that supports the appearance of continuity rather than fracture. logen
Chowdhury's art evolves out of a filial affinity to nature and milieu. Mnemanic
displacements and personal associations add to the symbolic ambivalence of his motifs,
making his images come closer to inexplicable experences than to explicit signs. The
figures adopt a fluid, organic flavour.
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1963, This was followed by a stint of training in mural painting and printmaking at M 5
University, Baroda. His works have a potent rawness about them. The portraits of men and
women represent dynamic Indian ethos rather than particular individual identities. He
delves very extensively into the erotic, which manifests in various forms of male and female
sexuality in his works. A bridging of the various aspects of reality and fantasy is very starkly
apparent in his works.

Lalu Prasad Shaw (b.1937) is known widely for his highly stylised portraits of Bangali men,
women and couples. His works emphasise most on his subject's physical characteristics.
Capturing the expression of his subjects perfectly with the greatest economy of line and
colour each of Shaw's paintings has an intimate feel to it. He completed his education in
fine arts at the Government College of Arts and Grafts in Kolkata. A particulary notable
aspact of Shaw's paintings is their simple yet sophisticated look. Various stylistic elements
seem to be perfectly synthesized to achieve a phenomenal effect.

Kalam Patua (b.1962 | departed from tradition by focusing on contemperary life, although
patuas traditionally told religious stories about gods and goddesses . °lt was in 1997 that
a meeting with curator and cultural historian Jystindra Jain changed the course of my life,
says Patua. A crusader for tribal art form, Jain recognised Patua’s immense potential and
encouraged him to use old metaphors in contemporary style, There was no looking back
for Patua, who is quick in interpreting modern themes, While referring to Kalam Patua's
work it would be interesting to recall the entire Western academic debate on the folk and
tribal art of non-Westem societies. It has centered round the polemic notions of the
protection of their original cultural identity, and those of change and assimilation through
exposure to modem industrial culture, which valorised individualistic innovative creations
meant to be held out to a pure modernist aesthetic gaze.

Ravi K., (b.1972) in Khammam district in Andhra Pradesh has entered the discourse with
his own inimitable vocabulary. Having studied at the two most traditional ar institutions of
the country — the Andhra University and a post graduate degree from Santiniketan in West
Bengal, he combines the best of both in his art works, The strong drawing techricue of
Andhra Pradesh and the emotive and figurative ethos of Santiniketan reverberate in his
work. Ravi K's sensibilities belong to a past which iz traditional and the contemparary,
which is modern, Resonances of Madhubari art tradition are intermingled with the formal
stylistic exprassion.

The exhibition ultimately attempts to analyse the various similarities and differences
inherent between the otherwise contradictory terms of tradition and modernity. It deals
with both of them at vanious levels and also establishes a sort of congruence between the
two. | have tried to focus on the understanding of the contemparary and modem through
the evalution of the traditional and folk. Thus, The Margr and the Desi is actually a
statement to the cultural identity of the present with a deep influence of the past.

Dr. Alka Pande
Art Histonan and Curator
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Impulses to discovery and recovery

"And the end of all our exploring
Wil be to arrive where we started
and know the place for the first time."
T.5.Elit, Four Quariets

he human eye, like the human mind, is a lazy instrument, habituated to viewing its world
through filters of prejudice and preconception. "All art i a lie that makes us realize the
wruth” said Picasso, and this re-orientation of perception iz what drives the visual and
literary arts alike,

Perhaps it's easier for us writers. The novel is by definition something that is abwvays new:
molding and recasting itself in the contours of the contemporary. Unlike the plastic arts,
which cannot but subsist on aesthetics and aesthetic theory, narrative discourse is an
immediate and social form, Although the subject of literature is always the human,
human situations, aspirations, environment, yet human nature is portrayed in its social
manifestations. The language and metaphor of nature change with usage, adopting what
is current, modern and of the moment, while the subject tends to refain its constan and
stlubborn sameness.

Madernity is propelled by the impulse to discovery, while tradition implies the process of
recovery. Each is precious and valuable in its place. As books are written, published,
reviewed, and subjected to the vagaries of the cerebral marketplace, the process of
canonization begins cataloging them into the “enduring” classics, and the passing flux of
contemporaneous success. This process is ful of its own insidious compulsions, but as
good a filter as any other. Then, a process of debunking, of questioning and
overthrowing, and sometimes re-legitimizing, the canon comes into play, and the eternal
forces of equilibrium are again at work.

And so it continues, the dance of modemity and tradition, as sura-footed as the interplay
of night and day, light and shade. In a story that is probably not apocryphal, Henry
Kissinger once asked Zhou En Lai what he thought of the French revolution. The
Chinese philosopher-politician knitted his brow and reflected for some time before
raplying *...it's really too eary to tell” His reply is equally applicable to what is enduring
in recent art. The forces of luck, determined self-promotion and mativated patronage filt
the scales of talent only temporarily. True quality is not limited to timeframes, but reaches
across temporal and societal barriers to embrace the human situation.

Modernity then is a reinvention or reinterpretation fram the roots, genesis and ancestry
of tradition. The more things change, the more determinedly they remain the same. So-
called radical breaks with tradition are the most likely to swing back the other way, in the
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the next whiskey bar” was borrowed with acknowledgements from one of the greatest
playwrights of Germany, Bertolt Brecht.

Let us examine these cycles in the case of narrative fiction and the novel. In his
perennially-read thesis, Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster has this to say: “The psuedo-
scholar ...would rather relate a book to the history of its time, to the events in the life of
the author, to the events it describes, above all to some tendency...A miror does not
develop because a historical pageant passes in front of it. It only develops when it gets
a fresh coat of quicksilver — in other words, when it acquires a new sensitiveness; and
the novel's success lies in its own sensitiveness, not in the sensitiveness of its subject
matter....We may say that History develops, Art stands still”

Forster refers here to the self-sufficiency and organic unity of a work of art in any medum.
This internal integrity defies definition or categorization. Living art can survive cant words
or linear cycles of modemity and tradition, and be open to a perennially human inspection.
But. he continues, “History develops, Art stands still, is a crude motto, almost a

slogan. . .it debars us in the first place from considering whether the human mind alters
from generation to generation...It is more serious when we tum to the development and
aee what we lose from being debarred from examining. Apart from schools and influences
and fashion, there has been a technique in English fiction, and this does alter from
generation to generation, Literary tradition is the borderland between literature and history,
and the well-equipped critic will spend much time there and enrich his judgement”

Then Forster goes on to talk about the “intensely, stiflingly human guality” which defines
the novel. “We can neither examine nor preserve tradition. Principles and systems may
=it ather forms of art, but they cannot be applicable here — or if applied their results
must be subject to re-examination. And who is the re-examiner? Well, | am afraid it will
be the human heart. ... The final test of a novel will be our affection for it, as in the test of
our friends, and of anything else we cannot define.’

The *humanity * of a work of art is the connectivity that links its actuality to the
classicism of other living and remembered hurmanity. This, of course, refers to the
assence or spirit of the novel, and other narrative and vigual traditions. But form changes
constantly and inevitably, and changes in form and structure dictate deeper and more
radical changes. Every change in technology becomes, in a sense, a change in
consciousness, The tradition of oral story-telling was subverted via the written waord, and
subsequent intercession of the printing press eventually led to the rise of new modes of
popular fiction. This tradition was then re-appropriated by visual narrative, by soap
operas and blockbuster films. The dazzling digital agility and interconnectivity of various
forms of media and new technology are breaking down barriers between art-form
definitions in the realm of narrative. Sophisticated video games and the interactive novel
provide new templates, often closer to the ariginal form of oral storytelling than the
interceding ones. The cycle of modernity returns again to tradition.

So it is with music, with the reed and the bamboo flute and the recorder and the
synthesizer, with the same mournful song of the human heart played by them all. In the
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