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JOHN CARLTON SMITH




SO MANY SHOWS OF CONTEMPORARY INDIAN ART ARE COMING TC
London that 1o make sense of them all would he 2 time-consuming cxercise,
80, before we embark on our investigation of the Tndian an scene in London,
fets hear what 8 few Londonbased movers and shakees had to say:

“Seven years ago, except for a handful of collectors, it was quite tough
selimg and introducing Indian contemporiry am; now it's another story, Our
T¥.Santhosh exhibition in 2005 was poorly received and 1 had to work quite
lund o place all the works in good houses. For our forthcoming show in
2008, [ have given up keeping a list of enquiries as there arce o

Como Maokus, Oraxer of Grosvixor Gaiiisy, Loxnox

“For me, it was a long road not o be shown in slightly parochial
contexts, such as South Asian group shows, which in London a few vears ago
meant exclusion from the best galleries. Strangely, this has changed since my
work was bought by [Charles] Saatchi for his show, The Empire Strikes Back:
Indian Art Todday, where | am quite happy 1o be placed amongst friends and
contemporaries from [ndia, such as Jinish Kalkan, Subodh Gupta and others,”
Srzan Dxwodan, Losndn-BasED ARTiT

There wis 2 time = not <o long ago - when any discussion aboul art from
India would necessarily have to include the names of Modernist deitics” such
& M.E Husain, EN. Souza and Tyeb Mehta, among others. They belonged to a
generation of artists who came o prominence in the wake of [ndias
Independence and became the ambassadors of Mudern am from the
subcontinent.

For a long time, Indian am consisted predominantly of paintings. There
was 3 market for paintings in India and gallerics in the subcontinent were
willing 1o show them, However, with the emergence of 4 market for Indian
art globally in the '00s, Indian art underwent 1 sea change - perhaps, partly
motivated by an interes! in captuning ncw markets.

Previously, in Europe and America, Indian an was viewed as something
that merely mimicked outdated Western movements. The current suceess of
contemporry Indian et is linked ro India's flourishing economy:. Overnight,
India, and hence Indian e, gained greater credibility internationally: Incian
artists hegan to be treated with respect. This spawned 2 new generation of
artists and older ones started  experiment with new mediums with geear
gusto.

Grosvenor Gallery i London

'Lead Feature|

alking The Talk

Rajesh Punj moseys around London, chatting to gallerists, dealers,
auction house representatives and artists about contemporary Indian art.

“India is the big story really, It has been underexposed and
avershadowed and Indian artists ane now getting their due, Therefore, we are
secing much more press coverage, more inclusion in muscum shows, Art
Fairs and Biennales, Also, more mainstream internationil galleries are looking
seriously at representing artists who are Indiabased. In the past, art centred
around megacities such as New York, London and Paris but now there is a
diffusion of art-related events. Artists do not feel the need o relocate to be
a part of the art industry,” savs Yamini Mehta, Christie’s Director of Modem &
Contemporary Indian Art,

Around the corner from Christies London office is Grosvenor Gallery,
which occupies 2 modest threestoreved building in 21 Ryder Street London.
Gallery-owner Conor Macklin, who has collaborated with Vadehra Ar Gallery
in Delhi since 2006 o st up Grosvenor Vadehr, refterates Mchia's
optimistic predictions for contemporary Indian art:"Seven years ago, excepl
for 2 handful of collectors, it was quite tough selling and introducing Indian
contemporary an. Now, it’s another story. Collectors and speculators arc
falling over each other 5o as not 1o miss the next big thing.”

Both Mehta and Macklin speak eloquently about e market for
contemporary India art - almost oo eloguently, It seems w wnderseore all
their assessments of Indian art’s future: the prices that contempaorary Indian
artists are selling at appear to be fuclling discussions about their acsthetic
merit. Hence. it is impossible to discuss new an from India’ without bringing
colleciors, dealers and gallerists into the conversation,

MNew [ndian art has benefited from this furore. Once contemporary
Chinese art established itself on the intermational scene, it seemed only 4
matter of time before contemporary Indian art followed suit. Among
those who have grown in stature here are artists like Atul Dodiya, Jitish
Kallat, Shilpa Gupta, TV, Santhosh and, of course, Subodh Gupta. Jitish
Kallat has shown a1 Albion Gallery and is now represeated by Haunch of
Venison. in whose Zurich branch, he recently (from May o August 2008)
held a solo show. London’s Hauser & Wirth have signed up husband and
wife Subodh Gupta and Bharti Kher. T.V. Santhosh enjoyed his first solo in
Vienna in 2008,

The success of individual artists has led to significant group shows,
which sce themselves as surveys of contemporary Indian art, being
seheduled at important venues, In December, Co-Director of Serpentine
Gallery Hans-Ulrich Obrist is planning fudia Calfing, and early next
vear, Saatchi Gallery will be holding The Empire Strikes Back: Indian
Art Today.
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Pooja sood, Director of Khoj International Artists” Assoclation in
Delhi, is thoroughly aware of what Lies hehind the atiention that
contemporary Indian art s geeting internationally: “The spotlight, it
seems, s sharply focused on international exhibitions, the art market and
giddyving auction prices,”

Some argue that this new found interest in evervthing ndian appears to
be led by Amenican and Furopean gallerists, dealers, collectors, curitors and
aft institutions, who feel that they have discovered mmcthmg authentie’
The modern day intemational curztor serves the ame function as the
cthnographer of old with India being the hitest destination for exciting
apoditions

Others feel that cultural diffcrence dissobves in the homogenous
international an market, “Contemporary amists are not bound by am
particular style or movement, We ane staning 1o sve a general imernational
style whereby only the artists name may throw light on his or hier ethnicity,
Indian collectors of Indian art will collec: works based on quality and who
the artist fs. [However]...] do see that international eollectons tend 10 want
something that s undeniably Indian. This brings to mind modern
“Oelentalism’” ays Mehe of Chiristic's,

Faray Rahim [smail, Director of London's Aicon Gallery, owes her
success o the number of wealthy individuals who age interested in Indian
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art. vl = eager, no doubt, 1o promote hier stable of established 35 wel
s emerging’ aists - is convineed (hat Indian aet will remain an inteinsic
part of the international art world, She thinks that Indian astists were
Hways doing significant work: the difference is that this sudden spur of
international interest has given them the o

lity to teavel and o show
their work outside India. Even as ceities bask in the glare of what could be
4 temporiry Indizn Summer, Ismail feels that cermain anists - like TV
santhosh, Subodh Gupta. $hilpa Gupta, Nikhil Chopra and Chitea Ganesh
- show long-term promise.

Bt what will happen to this crare for comtemporary Indian an whea
India bs feplaced by 2nother country - Pakistan or Afghanistan for example -
2 the next ‘big thing'? Ismail thinks that the current generation of Indism
artists must make a bisting impression on the nest gencration of dealers and
collectors in London, Furope. America and, most importantly, in India

Melva of Christic’s s excited about the next sage in the joumey of
Indiin are:"The future of Indian art is very exciting The best of Indian an is
hecoming mainstream and 1 look forwand to seeing major exhibitions and
fettispectives that feature Iian artists, | do not tink this is too far off” This
overwhelming confidence about contemporary Indfan art in London has
allowed it entry into exclusive venues, In fact, the brillant futuee that clued
in observers of the scene have prediceed for Indian are might have already
arrived
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