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fingin’ Back Bapu!
bmarched for 22 days to protest Britain’s rule: What artists are learning
m India’s famous non-violent, pro-agrarian leader. By Murtaza Vali

January 30, 2008, marked the 80th anniversary of the influential and relevant to India today than his ubiquity

death of Mohandas Gandhi, the Indisn nationalist lesder
whose dogged determination and shrewd politics helped
the country gain independence from Britain in 147
Embraced ns the symbolic father of the nation, or Bapa,
by bath the state and the masses, Gandhi's portrait is
whiquitous in pasteolonial Indis, appearing on CUFTency

suggests. Beginning with Indin’s first prime minister
Jawaharlal Mehra, postcolonial India embraced
modernization and industrialization, shandoning Gandhi’s
Pro-agTanan vissdn. [n recent years, India's embrace of
free-market capitalism has only exaggerated the gabl
between rich amd poor And while Gamndhi’s commuitnent
to non-violence, practiced through strategies of passive

and postage stamps and in photographs, paintings and .
resistance, non-cosperation and civ il disobedience, has

seilprures, Bapu's austere Gpure pervades India’s vibrant
popular culture, from cheap, popular prints sobd in
hazaars to billboards, sdvertisements s even a scene

inspired struggbes for social justice globally, India has
fought numerows wars, has been plagued by commaunal
vialence and militant fascist politics and has recently
joined the nuclear arms clukb,

In unpacking Gandhi's complex legacy, contemporary
Indian artists have most often turned to his omnipresent

stealing appearance s o mobsters consCience in o recent
Ballvwoosd hiockbuster:

Though Gandhi ks widely venerated asa saintly kcon,
his radical and somew hat idicsyneratic kleas are far bess
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portrait. This vear, a series of commemorative exhibitions
hield outside India provided an occasion to reevaluate
Gandhi's lepacy and oo reflect on the WS il W hilch argists
cngage with it. London’s Aicon Galbkery held *Who Knew?
Mr. Gancdha,™ a group show' that opened on January 30
Incladed was Debankan Roy's Tadia ."i."l.'|r-|_,.' IT { 2007} e
i a series ol w MY aCH PGS ::|".i.||l.||:|_ [hl_‘ !|I|-,' e r|;|r|'|i.;
tor o slogan heralding India’s economic emergence, Cast in
aluminum and painted a glossy red, this realistic depiction
of a lednck .':'| =i ||| !:ll,l! - J8i T I_:|,|'|d| 15 18 Sl |_'d F L Jul
& 5] uilted, whice Aoor cushion, Visualls ".l;l.lul TaviE. il thrives
on ambiguity, teetering precariously between homage

and critique, underscoring how far India has strayed

{roam Gandhb's vision, By setting ap o smpehe of paALLIan
hetween old and new - eraditional and me Hil_'.'n_ i H_'.I. afa
global, the sculpture seems o quarantine Gandhi—and
has fevidubofary idedd—in India's past. It beavies as

e foiersd |5 usisiare w |:1,'I I M IS TFE TAFEet 18 ]||.L| K

eoonomic liberalization or Gandhi's ascetic medievalism
Coated 1m an overbearing primary red snd exhibiged
during 4 vear 1n whsch the international art market
heralded “India a8 the new Ching.” Rov’s Gandhi bears
uniexpected similarities to Chinese Political Pop, which
slyly critiqued Maoist authoritarianism by juxtaposing the
ubdguitous image of Mao with the symibois and shogans
nf ml e macional ¢ .I|_"I|J.| . However, ven [ndias
permigsive, democratic society and Gandhi's relatively
bermign infloencoe compared with Mao's, Roy's sculpture
barely ransgresses. And like Chinese Political Pop, which
hias lost ies sabw TrEave I'H.I_.:I' and has ruar II-.'H.I. 1IAED § COTEEhE
industry, Roy's commercial sucoess—the “India Shining”

series enjoyed a high profile at Art Dubai 2008, with one

| ing for USH 200 ||'.;F,|!I herald a wave |:!"r;!|:.':\.
troublingly pop works about Gandhi,

Shown alongsade Roy's sculptures ai Awon, Yivek
Vilasinls miere meodest Vernacular Chaaes [ {2007)
offers & more mesnced reading of Bepy sz jcon A digital
oompogite of nine straightforward photographs of
the head and shoulders of Gandhi statues from scnoss
wlar Chames [T be

Imdia. Vi at Mo & !|.;;|Fh:.

skepticizm to the hallowed Agure. Arranged in o three-
try=three grid. the photographs establish o typology for
such commemarative statues, scknowledging the ubaguity
of this i._. |l i 1.l¢'|‘|'.||_' -,|||-|_'|_||1||'||I||'.'r; rhn_- |1||.|_'r'\-||'::. af
materinls end styles={rom the photorealistic to the almost
cartoon-like—used to render iE. Highlighting difference
through repetithon, it challenges the possibility of an
asithoritagive .1|_';|:-q,|||||'| il Bapa What IS pisbead, 8

a shat
endless iterations, providing a sociological portrait of

cd icon whose saintly aura is distributed across

.
India, as each starue reflects the plitical allegiances,
L I::I-Il'l;q_ mcans .||'||.5 '|'I_'='|'|.II_'I_II AT .||_-|I:|||_'I:|-\.'-. |.|' !.ll.,'
community that sponsored it

While Gandha has imspired a variety of sophisticated
responses from contemporary artises in India over the
VEATE Amal Diosdiva s motahle for |IJ'\.i|1g
Ty *
portrayed Gandhi for over two decades, grappling with

e st his soomac image but also his historscal and

plibosophical legacy. In the lare 19905, Dadiva initiaeed
“An Artist of Non-Violence™ a series of Lar - le u_'['h;i
watercabors, loasely hazed on archival photographs.
Dirawing its title from Gandhi himself, the ironic weries
'\-ull:.,;!lr ro interrwine Gand s aesthetics and podincE. 15
centerpiece, Rapu Af Rend Block Gallery, New York [958
18], imagines Gandhi walking inon Joseph Beuys”
famous May 1974 gallery performance in New York,
during which the German artist spent thnee davs living
with g COPOME IR A small roam. The LrEage J.||_,.:I'.I- Gamndhi's

political practice with Beuwys' sesthetic position, which
soughit to extend art info the social realm by embracing
pedagogy. performance and myth

It is an apt comparison. Gandhi skillfully identified
symbals that resonated with the [ndian masses and
then expressed them through his body, modulating his
appearance, disciplining his bodily desires, embarking
i _,;I'll-'l.l'.,; fasts and ITINTT hes, I a FCCEns eaeay, am
historian Carod Becker positioned Gandhi as an artist wha
shrevwadly used his body to inspire political resistance and
epiritual fEnew al. Je |-\..;.-|-|-\. 0 | .;1|,l|'\-|_"-. The Salf .H.;.::r.l;:'!:}ﬂ
Omline: Gardhi's March fo Dandf { 2008), commissiomed
by Mew York's art-and-technodogy center Eyetseam and

performed from March 12 1o April &, tapped into thes

P mnal, .||.|'\.l.||!_,.; |||".|,'|i|;|r|-| 1 PG l.i.|||..|'|' it BT

mit image. During 26 days of walking on o customired
treadmill, Delappe reenscted the 240 miles of Gandhi's
epic 1950 march—eompleted when he was &0 prrofeshing
the Hrirish sale rax DeeLappe’s wirFesd freasdmill controlled
the mevermsent of an avatar resembling Gandhi in the
virtual realm of Second Life. While Eoy scoentuates

the incompatibility between Gandhi and rechnolosy
DelLappe .!|_'|,'||-|:.\ rl_'l_"|I|||||-\.|g'!. and his |'Ih.|.:| [0 FEsCTvaDE
the potential of Gandhi's philosophical convictions and
his phoyvsical coertions. As oontemponary artists in Inda
ariil abooad revisit Gandhd, they might look bevond his

wizened, b AHIC T lied g, .!I.null,‘. i T3] Bis

practice as a rich model for critical performance s




