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The Madras Art Movement was a regional phenomenon, which began forming its special
charactenstic from mud 40°s in imtiating search for authenticity i modermism rooted m its
region’s cultural hertage. The College of Arts and Crafis [a colomal period established art
mstitution] became the locus for the emergence of this movement m the South n the 60s The
configuration of the art movement had been mitiated under the tenure of D P Roy Chowdhary the
first Indian aftist principal [1930-1957] who had laid emphasis on the development of fine arts
curriculum, putting forth an empincal and perceptual approach to art These were considered
sweeping mnovations, smce the school’s curriculum had privileged craft teachmg until the date of
Roy Chowdhary’s appointment as admunistrative head m 1930. With Roy Chowdhary charting a
trajectory that would lead to the development and growth of potential artists was cntical for the
school These ideas mn the 50s needed to be extended. And K CS Paniker who was the next
admurustrative head brought in a study of modermst expression of European masters The
pedagogy subscribed by Paniker opened up avenues, for techmcal, creative and expressive
mnvestigation that became the hallmark of the school contributing towards the enhancement of the

art movement m Madras

The forces gatherng momentum for the development of modern art movement i South,
particularly Post-Independence, could be related/ascribed to certamn contingent factors prevailing
within the country This was the demand for ‘authenticity’ in 1ts visual language leading to
‘construction” of an Indian identity. The thrust towards thus could largely be directed at
hegemonic mternationalism necessitating the change m adopting a posture of difference by Indian
artists to reduce sumilarities with post painterly abstraction practiced by majorty of them m late
50s K CS Paniker who cleverly melded western modernist fechmcal mnovations with the
cultural traditions of Indian arts and crafts largely met the exigencies of the moment

Though these factors were cntical i directmg the efforts for the growth and development of the ’
Madras art movement, more crucially it was the College of Arts and Crafis that became the site
for 1ts emergence m the South For within the mstitution K C S Pamiker gathered around hum a

band of talented, mtelligent and commutted students with whom he held debates, discussions and



lively arguments and extended the same with teacher artists hke S Dhanapal, Munuswamy, A.P

Santhanaraj among others concerning the status of modern art within the country

The dénommating title ‘Magiras"tllough specifically refers to the city of Madras, the present day
Chennar then was a gravitating center, to which prmanly students from all the four Southern
states, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Kamataka converged, determinming 1t’s artistic
contours This was the only government mstitution for providing mstructions 1n fine arts m the
region till mud 1970°s This. accounted for the majonty of the students from the four states
gravitating here, and each of these carried his cultural sensibility that they brought to bear upon
their works These diverse conditions and factors enabled Paniker to charter a new trajectory
effectively aided and supported by his position as the head of the mstitution, the infrastructure,
and the resources of hs colleagues and studeqts 7

The emergence of the art movement also problematizes the growmg debate on the regional
modern, consequent to an agenda, which privileged an adherence to and valorization of local
culture This art movement had a character and identity, which though consangume m many

respect to the modern Indian art, was different and distinct as far as its development was

concerned

The ambivalence of tradition and modernity, on the strength of which the movement acquures
1éientxty 15 problematized to 'opel; up space that will reflect regional bias This will serve as a
crucial factor mn defining the Madras Art Movement Modermsm as a historical phenomenon of
the Twentieth century also has valence within the Indian context though 1ts asstmulation 1s only
emblematic Modermty has been defined as the set of philosophical, ethical, political attitudes
and factors that enabled its establishment, which i India was the process of modemization as part

of social, economuc, political and cultural institutions that enabled the agenda of modernism

The ambitious art policy of the British Raj had much to do with the rapid spread of “academic
e}rt” n colonal Indlax In the 1850s, of the mamfold channels of westermzation, art schools
indirectly controlled by Departments of Public Instructions emerged as uniquely powerful James
Mull, author of ‘History of British India’ had a definite mfluence in shaping the government art
pohicies His differentiation between ‘art’ which required the exercise of mtellect and ‘craft’
which only required ‘skill’, along with the judgment that the traditional artists m India had no )
scientific knowledge of the language of art, and were therefore, unable to create 1lluéxon of

nature’ were the two basic determunants mn shapmg the curriculum of the art schools till 1890s -
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following of internationalism  Agamst this emergent miliu. tl}é Madras Group attempted
intensive soul searching n order to become nationally vistblc and cstabhsh‘ its 1dentity as an
independent regional movement  This move became opportune for thc Madras Grou.p
necessitated and conditioned by the. question/problem of margmnabsation leading eventually
towards defining the notion of regional modern i ‘the South  The application of the appellant
“tradition” will acquire new meanng and depth within the Southern region as culture was sourced
for different purpose and mtent In the Séuth, the artistic ideology to definc its practice was at
tandem with Dravidian culturalism in which the visibility of its vaned art forms was privileged in

conjunction with modernity to realize its aims

The regional charactenstxc_and content m these, which can be described as the making of a
special case of ‘regional modernism’ mn art as distinct from the national and international
modernism/s was the result of formudable young talents that gathered here Pamker with his
teacher-artists colleagues along with other ex-students formed a cohesive group, and held
meanmgful dialogues, discussions and debates m the late 50s and early 60s Thus the agenda of
‘regronalism’ or/and ‘nativism’ became operational n the post-independence milieu  Nativism or
indigenism m the Madras Art Movement mevitably became a product of collective and
intentional expermments with modermism, which led to its definition of regional 1dentity, helping

to configure 1ts arfistic expression

The wterplay of Wtradmon and modermity provided the framework for the Madras artists  This
ambivalence/dichotomy was unavoidable mmplicating the process of researching classical and -
vernacular ethnic forms ‘with wider significance within the paradigm of modermism  For the
Madras group modernism mvolved simultaneously an anti modern retumn to nativist origins  This
opens the question to ‘primitivism’ with regional mvocations and as a site for asserting
authenticity  In aixgmng primitivism to the natvist agenda 1t was- primanly to yélonze those
Dravidian art forms belonging to the tribal and folk arts that colonizers had marginalized as ‘low
art” Unlike the European use of the ideology or concept of Prinutivism, mﬂfhe particular wnstance
of the Madras Art Movement the attempted cstabhshment of relations between the episteme or
the question of primitivism and nativism, allows for a site to negotiate and asscrt identity In their )
creative approphiation they evoke tilose charactenistics of simphcity, unsophistication, boldness.

iconicity, frontality, effulgent colours and power of subjectwky

Besides constructing tradition and appropriating modernity, the contestation of wdentity also
focused on the bmanes of center and periphery And 1t 1s precisely this factor, which made

palpable the question of wdentity for the southern artists located at Madras within the mstitutional



framework of the art college The Southern art movement. fundamentally established on its
artistic culture was to negotiate an tdentity not through separation from the center, but w1th11; it to
mark a posture of difference As the decades of 40s and 50s marched ahead. there appeareéi
artists on the front lines of modern Indian art from Bombay, Delhi and Calcutta Within this
artistic circuit, there weré no artists from beyond the vindhvas, -particularly Madras whose voices
could be heard Relatively the posture of Bombay and 'Delhl -as the commercial hub and-politieal
eplcénters respectively had their constructive roles defined - -
The contribution of K C S Paniker was ;emmal towa‘rds the emergence of the Madras”G”_roup at -
the national level and shaping the configuration of the modern art movement 1n the South
- Pamker whose role had been mstrumental m puttmg forth 1deas about one’s own culture to servé
as source for reference, stared hxs artistic journey n the 40s by recording the pristing world of
7 hght. colours, and forms fn_edlateci ‘through watercolours  In the early 50°s he directed his
att:entlon to the study of Indian ﬁlctonail and plastic arts As he attempted a departure from
mumetic aspect of s ardrepreseqtatxons, he was searching for a mode that would associate his
figurative composition to a larger spint of design namely the picture surface only In this effort -
he was mformed m hus e&pemnentatlons by the works of Jamim Roy whose mfluence on Pamiker
was seminal It provided a t}xrust for evolving and advancing his peréonal iwdiom of the human
form with new values added to flatness. What Paniker essentially implicated was the strength of
Indian traditional heritage that could be moderated with a renewed vigour

Thus Paniker’s breakthrox-zgh' in his Words and Sszmbpis mark the final achicvement of his career

It was a method of patternmng gesturing towards reductivity and two-dimensionality  And he had -
_few followers -from the reét of the c;ountry because of the north south divide Paniker m hus
breakthtough series mutated and played with his basic concepts derived from vernacular
repertoire ‘[archetypal goddess 1mages, snake forms, lmgam, kolam designs etc] and
mathematical configurations to armour his expressions

Words and symbols that Pamker abstracted from n;latenal context of hfe namely charts, not’ebook
scribbles, mathematical formulae, -cultural objects, everyday objects and especrally language,
- mvited viewer’s attention to these mundane forms, Havmg made them as cryptic formulae that
defined the structured and metlculouély orgamizéd space This mflects Paniker’s avant gardism
with regional specificity and its problematic identity with his crucial mtervention m the 60s His *
first pamming that envisages the use of scripts and pictographic elements was “THE FRUIT
SELLER” in 1963 Paniker’s mvention of this visual grammar was the raison d” etre of his

miellectuality and aesthetics He finally achieved thus decorative patterning ~ a move, wiich Ted



him through diverse expenmentations and sourcing indigemst mines to collapse his Indian spint

with modern sensibility

Pamiker m addition to providing a dynamic thrust m opening up space for expenmentations and
exploration 1 art was equally responsible for thinking about future of artists when they passed
from the portals of art wstitution The survival of the artists purely on their creative expression
was problematic, due to prevailing apathy to modern expressions within the city of Madras It
had become contingent that they have an alternative m order to sustamn themselves Paniker who
had put his faith i the art/craft process established the Artists Handicrafts Association in 1963 to
enable artists to craft objects m metal, ceramics, wood, jewellery etc as well textiles particularly
batik sarees and scarves to be sold to the public This avocation enabled artists to pursue their
creative vision without having to take up mundane employment These vanous exigencies led
Pamiker to evolve the concept of an artists’ commune hving and working together, with the
Artists Handicrafls Association mediating as an agency m selling their handicrafts On the
Corommondal coast, six miles south of Madras 8 05 acres of land were acquired m April 1966,
and Paniker’s brainchild came mto existence - The Cholamandal Artists Village With the birth
of this concept of an artist wvillage, Paniker had set lumself and the group on the path of bold
experimentation  Cholamandal was a wvision of Paniker where artists as a commune would live
together to foster the spirit of artistic brotherhood and collective orgamization The concept of an
artists” commune, digemist m its value and traditional m its perspective reinforced Pamker’s
visionary quality Cholamandal was a boon realizing the career of many young talents that

otherwise would have been lost i banality of proletariat existence

Within the Madras Art Movement 1t 1s possible to draw out two broad specific areas within which
the artists visuahzed therr creative temper This was the ‘figurative’ and the ‘abstract” mode
And wrthin the Madras artistic circuit these two strands of stylistic representations though not
dommantly marked are visible enough to make this distinction The artists who made abstraction
therr vocabulary were L Munuswamy, KV Handasan [his tantric formulations], V
Viswanathan, K M Admoolam, P Gopmath, Achuthan Kudallur and the graphc artist Rm
Palamiappan  The abstraction that these artists practiced had a range from mternational to

national o regional

L. Munuswamy, a semor artist after Pamker, was a seminal art practitioner In analyzing the -
cructal role played by Munuswamy 1t 1s unportant to contextualise hum m relation to Paniker’s
espousal of nativism Munuswamy n his search and exploration of modernity was equal to

Paniker, and yet differed substantially from latter’s preoccupation with tradition The abstraction
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that he created had an mternational character, particularly an affinity to Abstract Expressionism

since this was emphatically mamifest in hus gestural brush strokes

The most programmatic and a compelling project in the 60s n search for national and cultural
identity was Neo-Tantric Art a term that was coined to denote a form of abstraction developed by
a small group of Indian artists, particularly Shankar Palsikar, KV Handasan, Om Prakash,
Prafulla Mohanty, Biren De and Ghulam Rasool Santosh V

For KV Handasan movhxg and exploring the terrain of the 7antric nituahstic cult was not
pedagogic but an mhertance that was not only cultivated but also a dimenston of the collective
subconscious  V Yxswanathan’s conceptual tanfric denvatives were consangumne with the
abstraction practiced by the Neo-Tantric painters within the rest of the country but his creative
formulations remamed. dlwstmctly different This perhaps dishinguishes the works of Viswanathan
and Haridasan from the other practioners of the same movement thus remforcing their regional
sensibility within the Madras Art Movement K.M Adimoolam 1s well known for his black and
white mk drawings as well for his abstractions that mark his signature style P Gopinath’s art
was grounded n structured colours and planar forms dénvpd from his expeniences of life, cultural
matrix anci tﬁe plenttudes of nature  The nativist agenda or indigenism that had mnformed the
Madras Art Movement was mplicated i the early works of Gopmath, but he ﬁxoved beyond to
create forms n colour, which he reférenced as’ biomorphic. Achuthan Kudallur like” Panuker,
Gopmath or Viswanathan was— not far m his 1deology of expressing cultural values nternalized in
the sights and sounds of his native hometowﬁ of Kerala - His mental landscape was crowded‘yvxth .
childhood memortes of his home near the river The expenences of the performance of magical
ntuals accompamned by the chanting of mantras and the rthythmic drumming in the fire light, the
exorcism of the spimt with 1ts quamt dance and eerie sounds, the festivals, and the Kathakal
dances were mental mmages that Achuthan now recaprtulates and essentialises to work as lus
abstract vocabulary translated as colored shapes and forms Rm Palz;.mappan’s mterest m the
mntangible and abstract dimension of space - to explore and make 1t a living element of his art
makes relevant huis deployment of words, symbols and numbers, a tradition deep rooted within the
_ art mstitution from the regime of Paniker Palaniappan’s aesthetics was a challenging mterface
between perception and cogmition leading towards an abstraction of the art image and a
conceptual presentation of psychological processes  His conceptual approach explored the

complex relations between perception [time], memory {space] and identity

In Indian traditional/classical culture, the human form has been reserved as a centrality m 1its-

varymg formations as metaphor, sign and symbol The human figure was a dormnant motif for a



large nL;mber of artists, an engagement that qssxsted their expressions - The scntor most artists
amongst the Madras Group 1n late 50s and early 60s were J Sultan Ah. K Sreemvasulu, M ‘
Rcdappé Naidu, AP Santhanaraj Anthény Doss and Alphonso Arul Doss The mmpetus to -
explore the folk was mbuwlt mn modernism an;i in India too the artists recognized the value ;:’f this
tradition m exploring their modernity - The folk ddrx_vcd art 1n its most attenuated and highly -
elaborate form was seen particularly n the oeuvre of Sreenvasulu who could be characterized as ;
the ‘Jamum Roy of the South’ Wh:le.Redappa Naidu’s dervative was more iconic in the nature -
of identifiable detties hike “devi™ or ‘ganesha’ Sultan Alr’s imagery was particularly mnspired from
the tribal arts of Bastar in Madhya Pradesh

A smmple vision and naive expressions cﬁaractenzéd Sreemvasulu’s works Sreemivasulu’s vision
was translated through cultural grids namely the Lepaksﬁl experience, the Thanjavur and Siginya
frescoes, the pnmutive vocabulary m Jam mumatures and the immediate precedent of the works of
Jamnﬁ Roy The structured formulations of his compositions that were his highly personalized
statements had a quality of msistent movement and were -not static or rigid as 1t was with Jamin
Roy M Redappa Naidu’s art was borx-x out of restlessness with his inquiry based-on tradxvtxon and
its productive adaptation and remterpretation within the modern paradigm “His place within the
Madras Art Movement is influential to the same degree as Paruker’s was with his contribution of
the Words and Symbol series  After visually, matenally, optically researching the extrinsic
dimensions of life he was explonng sites that would add a dimension to modern Indiari art And -
crucially this was his encounter with the icons mntimately associated with religious practices and
wdrshlps leading to his Deity series [1963-1970]. Moving forth he also medsated through myths
and epics making possible the translation of his concepts concerning politics of vision of the

" Indian culture

Santhanara) ke Munuswamy and other artist teachers within the mstitution delved mto creative
technical explorations, with zest, enthusiasm and passion for art  Fis compositions have pastoral
themes m which the figure of the woman plays a central ro{e Largely the compositions have
smgle figures and very rarely did he‘ cvolve pamntings that had groups Hhs rendering and '
delineation of them particularly in his drawings exhibit primeval characteristics bordenng on
expressiomist distortions  In pamtings, the forms are essentially reductive and attenuatéd,
projecting a modern vision and expertences but with affinity to regional folk arts n particular its

stridency, boldness and an iconic frontality

Anthony Doss emerges from withun the Madras Art Movement to mscnbe a different narrative

That 1s he 1s an-aftist-who was actively engaged with nativist agenda consonance with his
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colleagues and students In addition, he was cquaﬁy exposed to the modernist European styles,
but gradually he moved away from all these activities to mark his return to a style that could be
described as ‘Neo-Academic Reahism® K Ramanwjam’s pictonal vision was a translation of his
fantasy and oneiric dreams that was radically different n its_visual language from the others
within “the group He saw reality and the dreams, consciousncss and unconsciousness as
indissolubly Imked His reality was romantically mamfested i the surreal world populated with

hybnid and the bizarre creatures

Alphonso negotiated his cr%;am:ty through abstract values of religious emotténs namely love, 4
sacnfice etc His expressions 1 art were primanly realized through his figures though he
clanified that he was nether realistic nor abstract Though a regional has charactenze hus works
Alphonso resisted the proselytization by Paniker to formulate expressions based only on
traditional art forms Alphonso argued that culture 1s part of our nhented and mherent mental

make up and occasioned no valorization of their forms to make them visible

R B Bhaskaran one of the core members of the group of students with Paniker as the head of the
mstitution, cxhxb:téd aggresstveness m s ideas about what constitutes art  Bhaskaran opposed
the mdigenist agenda set forth by his tcacixer Paniker and began formulating concepts ;ienved
from social matrix concefnmg evolution, marnage etc that would permit mndependence from
traditionally denived art forms He was also one of the founding members of the Cholamandal
Artist Village but soon parted ways because his creative restlessness would not permit any

categorization in artistic conceptualization as ‘nativist’ or ‘regional’

S G Vasudev another core group member who debated the status of modern art in India
concentrated his cerebration on art confined not to farge borrowings or remventing the vernacular
vocabulary as 1t was with the majority of the artists within the Madras Group His close
associafion with theater in the persona of Gmnsh Karnad and with Iiterature through the Kannada
poet A K Ramanujan and D R Bendre ‘effectively amalgamated the mfluences and mspiration
from these vaned sources to rework them as visual expressions The ‘indigenising” dimension of

his art was largely conditioned and drawn from literary sources

Of the younger artists along with Rm Palamiappan, Douglas and Muralidharan however represent
. polar opposites with therr ideologies and wokargg methods  Both undoubtedly are figurative

pamters for while- Douglas is expressiomst with his pamted statements and anthropocentric.

Murahidharan m the tradition of the Madras Art Movement 1s a mythical contemporary artist with - -

his imagery grounded m folk art forms and 1deas derived from mythical tales Douglas m his
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works creates anti heroic imagery trapped i a world that has altercd dramatcally and reduced

life to an unendurable incoherence, which becomes his basic concern

The women artists though margmalised within the Madras Art Movement have also played a
definttive role  Nevertheless what emerges as relevant i this context 1s that in a conservative and
male dommated patriarchal set up these women artists were able to mark important signposts
created by their individuation through mtense struggle The most prominent who were able to
establish themselves with therr mdividual styles are Arnawaz Vasudev nee Dnver, [1945-1983]
TK Padmim, [1943-1982] Ram Pooviah nee Namjappa Premlatha Seshadhn and Anila Thomas
nee Jacob, [1941 -] the first four were pamters and the last mentioned 1s a sculptor They were
truly progressive and determuned to make a mark for themselves m this arcna particularly in the
Jate 60s and early 70s It becomes mandatory to mention them to underline thc male dommated
art scene that, constituted art practice Whether their visibility withm the discourse of the Madsas
Art Movement marks it as fermmist intervention in the 70s or subsumed within the Indian

modermism 1s a pomt of contention, which exceeds the scope of s thesis



