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The way the tribal see it

Exhibitions of contemporary Indian tribal art are held in art capitals of the world like Paris, New York, Boston, Tokyo and Mumbai. Their works are auctioned at Sotheby's. The global aspiration for harmony reflected in their works takes the art of the tribal masters to a new plane, vying for parity with mainstream modern art.
Ashok Vajpeyi

THE idea germinated with J Swaminathan joining us when we were trying to envisage the kind of museum we should have for Bharat Bhawan, Bhopal, in 1982. We have had many imposing institutions of colonial legacy where folk art has been relegated to craft. This allowed only the urban art to occupy the entire space of modern contemporary art.
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The cosmic rhythm of energy flow in 'Is it a call for me' by Jangarh Singh Shyam 
	THE idea germinated with J Swaminathan joining us when we were trying to envisage the kind of museum we should have for Bharat Bhawan, Bhopal, in 1982. We have had many imposing institutions of colonial legacy where folk art has been relegated to craft. This allowed only the urban art to occupy the entire space of modern contemporary art. The art activity taking place in the rural and tribal areas of India was not given the place it deserved. This notion of modern Indian art needed to be questioned because these so- called museums of art had excluded a lot of vibrant, exiting art stamped as craft. To redefine contemporary art and to override this dichotomy we acquired works of S H Raza, M F Husain, Krishen Khanna, Ghulam Mohammed Sheikh, N S Bendre, V S Gaitonde, Manjit Bawa and Satish Gujral for Roopankar Museum of Fine Arts, and placed them along with the works of Bhuri Bai, Mitti Bai, Ram Singh Urveti and Ladoo Bai, known in general parlance as tribal artists. 
Then something magical happened. On his usual tours to the interiors of Bastar, Swaminathan chanced upon a stone-breaker boy from Pradhan Gond community of singers and story tellers in Pattangarh. The boy had an uncanny gift for singing ancestral memories and an extraordinary sense of form and style which he used for decorating village huts. Swaminathan brought him to Bharat Bhawan where he worked on a giant mural in the Charles Correa-designed arts complex. He flowered and the world of art came to know of Jangarh Singh Shyam's tribal art which eventually came to be known as Jangarh school of art.
Jangarh had an amazing gift for translating ancestral musical memories into visual images. He brought with him new materials and metaphors. At Bharat Bhawan he learnt to take native art on to canvas and paper, using water colours and acrylic paints to create works that would circulate in galleries not just in India, but in France, the US and Japan. These images were mediated by references from the new art world he had entered. The images born of this cross-over were transient: birds morphing into airplanes; or a stag's horns turning into a vast forest. He made a beginning which would offer a new field of art to the world. 
More and more artists joined in with their unique sensibility. Mitti Bai came from Bilaspur, she had never boarded a train, but, after workshops with artists from other continents, vocabulary of these artists changed, it acquired an exclusive contemporary idiom. Mitti Bai made a mural of mud and clay juxtaposing aero planes with elephants, horses and lizards - domesticating technology.
This new idiom in art was very contemporary. Udyan Vajpeyi wrote a book 'Jangarh Kalam', on the school of art that came with Jangarh Singh Shyam's brilliant creative sensibility. To call it tribal art would be relegating it to some form of primordial activity. 
Unfortunately, Jangarh committed suicide at Mithila Museum (outside Tokyo) in July 2001. It was also a frightening reminder of the trend of exploitation of folk artists at the hands of commercial agents. Since the unfortunate incident, about 30 to 40 families from Pattangrah, mostly his relatives, have been carrying the tradition of Jangarh art, or, what is commonly known as Gond art. 
The transformation and transition- from tribal to contemporary art could happen due to changes taking place at three different layers. After setting up of Roopankar Museum, we invited the former director of NSD ( National School of Drama), B V Karanth to set up a repertory company of theatre at Bharat Bhawan. Folk theatre artistes from different genres; pandavani, ramleela, tamasha , swang etc were encouraged to perform modern plays in their own language and style. For the first time Bertolt Brecht's 'The Caucasian Chalk Circle' was staged in Bundelkhandi, Shakespeare was played in Malwi. These artists had their own take on things, and it was no less sophisticated than any urban production. Along with this, the artists were constantly sharing and exchanging experiences through workshops with other folk artists- like the Aborigines of Australia and tribal artists from Africa, along with the urban artists. This created a new field of creativity, which was neither urban nor tribal-rural. This new field created wonders. 
Today this art has created its own buyers and collectors. There is a growing interest in these artists-globally. And, there are reasons for this. One, there is a lurking ethnic element in fashion and whatever is glamorous and stylish. Two, this art is much more affordable, compared to the urban-modern art. And, there is a lot of variety in styles. About thirty different forms- from the North East to Kerala have established their own niche. And, most importantly, it proves that poverty doesn't come in the way of art. There is no co- relation between art and affluence. 
Poet, writer and critic, Ashok Vajpeyi heads Lalit Kala Akademi, New Delhi ( as told to Vandana Shukla)  
Booking the tribal
Mark Tully's 'No Full Stops in India' has a chapter devoted to Jangarh Singh Shyam's life and works. The anti-caste publisher Navayana has just published a graphic novel chronicling the life of B R Ambedkar illustrated by Gond artists Durgabai Vyam and Subhash Vyam.  



	The other masters
Vandana Shukla 
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Technology attracts but later repels: A profound observation in Durga Bai's Bhopal Gas Tragedy. 
IF the ultimate stamp of having arrived in the art world- an auction by Sotheby's- is something to go by, Indian contemporary tribal art has arrived, even though in its infancy. Warli artist Jivya Soma Mashe's painting on canvas was sold for $13,600 last year. Jangarh Singh Shyam's works auctioned for the first time in its March, 2010 auction, where a 2001 work estimated for $5,000-7,000 was sold for $13,750. Two large paper works executed in 1988 and 1989 were sold in July for $15,000 and $18,000. In September the auction house expected Jangarh's canvas to fetch somewhere between $30,000-50,000. Though these are far removed from the record price of $2.4 million achieved by the Aboriginal artist Clifford Possum, in the same auction, global recognition to the other masters of the Indian art is a recent phenomenon.
For the artists who have been used to expressing their art on the cow-dung plastered walls of their hutments or with materials like straws, clay and mud, working with pencil and paper or canvas and colour is a new reality they are coming to terms with . But, this new reality is paving way for possibilities never before explored for artists of over two dozen ethnic Indian idioms like Worli, Godna, Madhubani, Patachitra, Manjusha, Kantha and Gond, which has aroused interest among international curators and buyers for their vibrant idiom. 
That a small incident that began with Jangarh Shyam's arrival at Bharat Bhawan and ended with his tragic suicide because his agent in Japan refused to return his passport ( the privately owned museum was paying him a monthly salary of Rs12,000 for creating works in residence at a time when each of his works was already selling for close to lakh), has now developed into a movement that reveals both the prejudices and challenges of modernity faced by contemporary tribal artists. Their art reveals their resilience and capacity for masterful innovation. Their creative adaptability in keeping themselves and their traditional culture relevant in a globalizing India and the post-modern international art world is one of its kind. The conflict of these two worlds creates a new world of artistic beauty. 
Theorists and curators are busy mapping this new field of art which is neither metropolitan nor rural. Neither is it post- modernist nor traditionalist. It has not evolved in an art institution, nor is it inherited, without changes. Experts call it the art activity of the third field of contemporary Indian culture. In simple terms the tribal approach of reverence to life and its celebration is something the so- called developed world is now beginning to fathom, if not to emulate it. Essentially, tribal art depicts life in its entirety. Extremely simplified forms characterise tribal paintings, something that abstract artists strive to achieve. Perhaps, this explains a growing interest in tribal art across the globe. 
In their world animals and plants are treated with same sensitivity as one treats a child. The curiosity and enthusiasm for life is the same on the face of a tree, tiger and horse as that of a child. Life and everything that revolves around life like trees, mountains, rivers, animals are treated as sacred. Even the machines- symbols of modernity encroaching upon their space, are treated with an affectionate hand as are animals and humans. There is an underlying acceptance for all that life renders. 
The popularity of this art can be gauged by the number of exhibitions held on tribal art- globally. In April last year, Paris hosted an exhibition of contemporary tribal art at the Pres du Muse Branly, which was curated by art historian Dr Jyotindra Jain. The exhibition showcased the challenge of keeping a 3000 year old tradition of art by infusing it with new idioms to help it survive along the very dynamic urban, modern contemporary art. Artists like Jivya Soma Mashe, 65, one of the first to break away from traditional Worli art, by transporting the art of the walls to a more saleable cowdung-coated cotton paper. Sonabai, 67, another artist from Madhya Pradesh, who works in clay, by making little figurines and using them on wall installations to recount a story and Thangaiya R, who has given his monumental terracotta horses and elephants a global character by painting them in vibrant colours, lend an appeal to viewers of all classes by incorporating innovations in a tradition. Wellesley College, Massachusetts, organised a month long exhibition of Pradhan Gond Art at David Museum and Cultural Centre, titled Painted Songs and Stories in September. The show had on display private collection of John H Bowles, a collector of Gond art. 
If J Swaninathan and Dr Jyotindra Jain, reinvented tribal art in India, a lot of credit would go to Paris-based Hervé Perdriolle who started his pursuit as a collector in 1996 and carried his curatorial re-look of Indian tribal art, to take it to a global level. Now, as a gallerist, he is an active agent in promoting artists like Jangrah Singh Shyam, Jivya Soma Mashe and the Mithila painter Chano Devi. John Bowles, who has been tracing growth of Gond art since 1981, and has written a book on their art has been instrumental in turning Jangarh Shyam's art into a kind of internationally recognised tribal art movement. Perhaps, what is being narrated at the tribal level, is, quintessentially an expression of global aspiration for harmony.  


