Drawing from Life

In 2008, Sudhir Patwardhan had two shows in
Mumbai — Citing the City at Sakshi Gallery presented
paintings and drawings while The Crafiing of Reality at
The Guild Art Gallery featured drawings. Moreover,
with Expanding Horizons (2008-09), Patwardhan
turned curator. Featuring works of 30 leading post-
Independence  artists, Expanding Horizons,
sponsored by Bodhi Arf, was a touring show that
visited eight cities of Maharashtra. In this conversation
with Abhay Sardesai, Patwardhan discusses his
experience of conceiving a grand group show and the
critical realisations that are changing the nature of his

own art.

ABHAY SARDESAL:  “WaAS EXNPIANDUNG HORIAONY A OWAY OF TAKING

contemparary act, which s cssentally urban art, w a rururban avdience?

Sudhir Parwardhan: Well. the places we went 1o zeeve cities. Kolbapur, Nagpur,
Nasik, Aumangabad, Ameavari, Pune and Solapur have thwir own imaditions and

histories.

L. 8. Yes but they are nor-metropelitan centres, The canon that vou presented
did not feature any locil heroes from these places. Were you conscious that a
non-metropolitan audicnee was bemg, presented witly as uswal, metropolitan
art?

S, Pz These were questions that 1 was exploring for quite some time. In fact,
every time [ visited these |~.-l;u-¢-.-;.r was very cleir about one ULi.l!;..', = I was poing

o intradice people to the best in contemporary Indian are Alsao, maoy people
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from cities like Rolhapur and Nagpur, leave aside a cultueal conmre ke Pune,
look up o urban artists like V5, Gaitonde and 5. H, Raza, Many modern armsts

have a huge following in smaller cities as well,

A Bz S0 vou were not willing to fall prey to the politics of representanon with

all it tokenismes.,

5. B Mo But, of course, ong can have 2 show incorporaning 1rmists from these

regions and it will make a valid curaroeial project, T conceived  Expetinding
Horizomes as @ way of increasing awareness — about the history of Indian am, ias
leading lights, the varety of stvles in operation. This was the first nmc
audiences Irom different centres in Maharashora were going o see such aem and
sor, they had o see the best practitioners, Viewers can question the quality of

Ure art displaved but for that they have go see it firse,

Aubaz S0 vou were conscious that vou were presenting a oricd and tested camony
Any inclusions that vou feel uneasy shout now? O any exclusions that could
biave been  remedicd? M. E Huszin's absence wias obvious, =0 was =hecln
Gowdas, among others,  Some works were quite onexceptional - Ram

Rumar's abstract, for instance

5P 1 started out with this question when making a choace - has this anist
dt’ti[]jll_']}' contributed to the development of Indian arer T found thar there
wiere guite 3 few wheo had, The next questions were: How do T At hem or her
in 2 narrative shout the last 60 vears? Are his or her works available? How do |
represent the distinct decades - from the "50s 1o the frst decade of the 21st
century? What abour the experiments with different medin? And the various
genres? Unfortunately, it was nod possible o accommoedare all the artises |

wanted or likedl,

A How did the sndience change from place 1o place? And what about their
responses? It would be interesting oo trace the character and temper of a city
I assessing the reactions of the peaple o the am on display and o the project

as @ whaole.

BBz It was an instructive expericnos for me, In Amravati, for exumple, it was
absolutely the first time that contemporary art of this quality was being
shown. It was quite overwhelming for many people. Mot all of the an could be
‘Hgured out” by the visivors bar there wore instanocs where vou could see
psitive reactions. One sculpror who had nor worked for the last 20 vears was
inspircd w explore the genre after secing works by Atal and Harsha:in fact, he
came to Nasik to show me some of his new works! In Nagpur and Pune, there
is @ lot of art happening - these are cosmopolitin centres. Bul unfortunately,
there is mo infrastrecture, This show gave viewers a context - they could learn
what the connections herween the ar fomms were, Rollapur and Nasik have
vibrant art-making traditions. Kolhapuor, for example. is known for acudemic
realist portraits and landscapes. And though many feel that art cultures in these
places perpetuate old practices, T do not think i is a disadvantage. Their
CRPHISURE L genenic works has seasitized Vicweers i many whiivs You can see it

in the guality of their responses. In no other any in Mahamshtn is there so
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Avdew of the works ol Egivnding Horizons in Mumbal. 2008

musch respect given Lo an artist as in Kolbapur,

A% OF course, there is always the twnll of connecting with an awdence that
is very different from the one you kiow, especially il voi come fram Mumbai
or Delhi. The greatest joyv for me when 1 spoke m Solapur was that of writing
the leciure in Marmsthi. In the wake of the dent that the mage of the
cosmopolitan Maharushirian or Mumbaikar bas sulfered beciuse of the anacks
against North Indizns in different cities in the state, s was, for oie at leass, 1
way of staking a claim on Marathi as a hoguage. Getting artists and crtics oo
speak sboul artrelated ssues o complement the cxlubinon ar all the sight
venues also seemed like an enabling pedagogic model

5P W planned the exhibition as a review show - modern and contemporary
art in A0 frames. A kind of a condensed course. Atul Dodiva, I 5, Harsha and
Alex Mathew pave excellent presentations about tUwear work m Aveangabac,
Amravati and Nagpur respectivel: There were, inall, twentv-two [ecties and
cight panel discussions during the oo and twenty documentary Alns were
shown. What was exceptiomil was bow some people actially followed the
show around three or four venues W be able 1o cach these different

PIOEIATHTIC S,

I totally apree about Mamibi - 1o distioce onescll fom the nguage because
it has pot identified with divisive pobtics would be suadal. In fact, people
doing theatre have been responding crtically w such issuces for quate some
time, Fven experiences like censorship, which live been troubhng visual
ariists of kite, have been dealt with by theatre-persons for the last five decades
in the state They have also been taking phovs 1o audiences in soll rowns for
4 long time. Getling inputs oo them. belfore | set off, was very valuable,

AS Ay plans to one up the scale = o ake the show 1o plices elsewhere in

the country?

S.P: Mot really. [E has been a [ullfilling but an exbausting expenence. [t ook
around three vears o pet the project off the ground, [ remember initial
comversations with Sudhir Bedekar and Balwl Sovastava, A team of six people
was formed - Deepak Ghare, Gieve Patel, Ranjit Hoskote, Dilip Ranade,
Padmakar Kulkarni and myselll It was guite tough bur also quite exciting. At
each venue, friends and colleagues joined in, and helped the cause.

A8 Wie spoke of Mumbai's cosmoprolitinism uider threit 2 moment 180 Your
paintings have consistently looked al the dangerously altenng landscape of the
city. Quite a few of the works in Citing e Ciy have this preponderince of
violent imagery, If this is a shill vou acknowledge, docs it disturd yow?
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§P: Yes, I did notice a difference. In my works in eardier exhibitions, the

violence always seemed like an sbernstion - things went wrong bt the
conditions always rerurned o normal. There was this assumption that people
were generally mice to each other and a riot or 3 conflagration was only a
passing phase. In che last few vears, the mindset of people has changed. The
‘normal’ standand of hehaviour that existed some years back is no longer valid.
Howr hawe things changed so drastically from 1992-93 o 20027 1 am reminded
of Vijav Tendulkars proposition that man s basically a violent animal and
civilisational processes onby hide this truth. For me, this has been a major
realization - 3 hig change. [ was earlier alwavs a firm believer in buman beings
and their essential goodness.

AS.:There are new architectural Lisdmarks in many of vour newer works - the
fivowver has replaced the mailway overbridge, o pot it a little Goetioushe With
the post-Industrial landscapes come the urban regeneration projects and all
the acts of confroncation and reconciliation between politicians, mill-owners
and temanes. Wheress earlier thiere was an attempt at slowly capturing dramalic
movements in a lindscape (the nullah water rippling with @ guict menace or
people caught ima cross-fire of glances at and around milway stations), in mans
recent works like The Clearing (2007 and Dntitfed 702006, one finds the
tedinm of everviiny life getting normalized - inspite of the altermaton of
kuccha and pucca buildings, the shanties and the skyscrapers, the andscapes
seem o uncomplicatedly and peremprorily settle inside their skins, Bven the
man being heten up by the poondas in Syfames Saga (2007) doesn't seem o
affect anyhody else. 1s this the new numb Mumbai that vou see Iooming large
Brefore vou?

S [ use the device of the fracture wo articulate a range of things. The different
perspectives with their invisible fracturedines provide a strocture that allows
for complexity. In o work like Unddfed 2 (20063, the gquestion ©am asking is:
will the city survive? Or will it break apart? Syfames Saga (2007) has been
conceived almost as an altarpicce. 1 a person is being Killed in a cormer of vour
Iocality and if no one around seems e be bothered by i what does it wll voo
about the amtitode of the people? What is life-changing (or one person is trivial
for another - 1 find this aspect quite epic in its scope.

AS: One sees people continuoush imeracting with their social spaces and
architectures in many of vour works As architecture in all its anonvmons make
shiftness develops a personality and a kind of charicler, men and women
talking. walking or working  assume the staus of clements in an architeerural
urhanscape. I[t's interesting o see suggestions about people geiting circuited
through the landscipes they belong to and sugpestions about an enviromment
gerting circuited through the people it serves 28 3 conlest.



v At the back are wo L 4. Souza and Tyeb Mehta

i om canvas. 547 1 T2 2007

a's view of Arczzo

LA O I pet
roexample, as vou drive up g

§.P:Very true, T remember referring to Picro della France
jn 2 talk and commenting on how a group of people s a

g group of houses is 4 community
Khendala and you see a cluster of builling 1immuedisiely stare i 1ing

different people leading different lives there, Houses thus acquire a kind of

charmcter, 18 vou say.
¢ Ui Expranding Hovis
like Lo e

hack to drwing, |

m photographs. [ wa e buildings from Ram
ot drawing from
s ach house e
o already have a detailed
realily o sift from. But. when you dras frooy life brave (o take recourse

1o stereotypes, The balanee between the neric is wha

o cenvas, T2 G, 2T

every artist needs to negotiate.

Diflerent things start opering in vowr mind a5 you dras from photographs. 1

work from my own photographs. There is a sense of location, 4 sense of

memory it s present in photegraphs. A photograph of a group of girks that
hehind them when 1 looked

I had taken made m » of 2 person walkir

at it 1 had not registered his presence when 1 ook the photograph. 5o, there

is memory with an element of surprise.

Farlier | used to hend and catch my reflection in the mirror and twy and capture

it i a sketch, say about lifting an object. This seems easy but i is
even as youl sire drmaing, vou ane deciding how to bend, how much to lean,
amomg other things. In drwing from life, vou Iave tov acdd complexity, whereas

in drawing froma p whar has already boen capiuned.
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