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Contrapuntal Moves and Counter-Systems:

Notes on Bhopal, MP
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These are some of the terms used by the celebrated Indian architect

Charles Correa, to describe a key component in his architecture.

Open-to-sky space / open-to-sky pathway / movement through open-
to-sky spaces / open-to-sky processional movement / open-to-sky

pradakshina / processional unfolding of spaces, some enclosed, some
open-to-sky / contrapuntal open-to-sky areas / complex interlock of

pathways, built form and open-to-sky spaces / between closed-box and

open-to-sky there lies a whole continuum of zones.
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Correa designed the Bharat Bhavan arts centre in Bhopal in the early 1980s.!

He explained the design as “large areas of open space surrounded by just

enough built-form to make one feel one is ‘inside’ a piece of architecture”.

For him, the open-to-sky courtyards function contrapuntally, as places for

the eye to rest after feasting on the vibrant art in the galleries.2
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There is no real facade, and as you walk through a series of descending
courtyards and terraces that slot sinuously off-axis, the mastery of the
design is gradually revealed. Generously proportioned stairs are held
within low brick walls. There are shallow plinths and platforms and then
there are extra wide, pivoted teak doors leading to the galleries, enabling
fluid and swift transitions between the inside and outside.
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The trees planted in the courtyards offer welcome shade as well as a filigree
of green to offset the austere dust-coloured brick and concrete palette:

the champa (dolochapa, gutachin, chameli, khadchampo, khairchampa,
sonchampa), the neem (limba, dhanujhada) and the peepal (pipdo, pippala
vrksha). All of these elements help create an intricate bricolage of sensory
experience that steals up quietly, unannounced.
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In his seminal essay on Corbusier’s Assembly building in Chandigarh,
Correa explained that rather than a single elaborate feature it is the
superimposition of multiple elements and patterns that generates the
complexity in Corbusier’s architecture.3
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In Bharat Bhavan, Correa too crystallizes his own conceptualized approach
to architecture, one that is attuned to the particulars of climate, living
patterns, budget and patronage. What seems at first a modest proposition
turns out to offer the Indian public a bold alternative to the imported

Corbusier model.
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Roopankar, the fine arts museum of Bharat Bhavan, remains a unique

experiment in which contemporary art, folk art, and tribal art, share space on
an equal footing. Each of these sections has remarkable collections. In the

modern art galleries | saw lively paintings on glass by KG Subramanyan, a
lovely mottled green painting of two men on the street by Gieve Patel and a

monumental, somewhat sinister cityscape by Jayanti Rabadia.
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However, | had gone to Bhopal to learn more about the artist and museum
founder, Jagdish Swaminathan, and to see works by Jangarh Singh
three animals coloured in foliate patterns in ochre-browns and leaf-greens.

Shyam and drawings by the Korwa tribals. | had seen Jangarh Singh
Shyam'’s prints over 15 years ago in a small shop at a gallery in Mumbai

and bought two prints, one of a peacock and another of a grouping of
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it sentences because they have no
iyntax, They ae language become
inguage. The one appears from and
his sense they are not readable as a
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the paper, These drawings while
atic purity of action painting, are
if the birth of the word.
ately come to the mind, the paint-
e, or for that matter of Ambadas.
two remarkable modern abstract
the other an Indian, the line sheds
as a means of communication and
communion; it strives to pulsate
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rt of sy isation and, theref
e imagination and emotion which
of without translating them into
frawn by a child is meaningless
capacity to respond to it becausz
systematised knowledge. These
re primal, childlike and bereft of

rpretation, apart, of course, from
these drawings, | would say that
cal significance. They invoke the
the well-being of their commu-
i with the so-called civilised world
iinted with ihe presence and power
the town people. Observing the
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Mark .__am‘

power of the written word amang the fown people, they
attempt 1o recreate it in these drawings, imbuing them not with
a rational readable but with a magical message. The Devanagri
script being in common use in schools for tribal children, in the
bazars, etc, in villages I'ke Sanna, this is not an improbable
conclusion as many of the scribblings in these drawings are
linked with a horizonal line as are the letters of the words in the
Devanagri script, In fact, one stalwart Hill Korwa with his bow
and arrows in one hand and the other on his hip remarked about
the drawing he did: “This is my report of our sufferings to
the Government”.

BHOPAL, MARCH 19, 1983 J. SWAMINATHAN
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they xeroxed for me.5When | returned to New York, | found copies of both

unavailable even in the Bharat Bhavan library.They did have a copy of
these extraordinary books in a library and was able to scan them.

another book on the Bharat Bhavan collection by Swaminathan, which

| had hoped to find this publication.* Surprisingly, however, it was

I had also seen a small group of Korwa drawings assembled by the New

York gallerist Hudson a few years ago and was smitten. | tracked down
gone to Bhopal and retraced the field trips of Swaminathan after seeing a

catalogues from two previous shows of Korwa works — one at the Drawing
Center in NewYork and another in a Paris gallery. Both showed Korwa
works from the collection of the poet Franck André Jamme who had
modest publication on the Korwa drawings at Bharat Bhavan.
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“words"” are not words because there is no system to their origin
and these “sentences’ are not sentences because they have no
grammatical sequennce or syntax. They ae language become
doodle and doodle become language. The one appears from and
disappears into the other. In this sense they are not readable as a
text,yet are highly palpable as visual experience, legitimising their
place in the realm of plastic art.

While retaining their linear quality some of these drawings are
multi - coloured, the choice of colours made by the Korwa artists
themselves. They look scattered in the first instance, yet acquire
an overwhelming formal unity when the eye learns to move
withthe ebb and flow of the linear wavelets (not unlike
the strokes of Dufy) and discovers the underlying rhythm of
the drawings They go imto details of microscopic pre-
occupations and open out into mracrocosmic aspirations. They
speak of the problems of the hear and now and of the freedom
of the winds, the height of the mountains, the mystery of the
forest and the wide expanse of the skies. One of the Korwas
while making his drawing was gasping and breathing hard,
smiling and making gleeful noises, literally re-living the exper-
jences he was codifying on the paper, These drawings while
imbued with the psychosomatic purity of action painting, are
also drenched in the poetry of the birth of the word.

Easy comparisons immediately come to the mind, the paint-
ings of Mark TolSy for example, or for that matter of Ambadas.
In the works of both these two remarkable modern abstract
painters, one an American and the other an Indian, the line sheds
rhe tiring burden of language as a means of communication and
strives to arrive at immediate communion; it strives 10 pulsate
atthe nodal point where sound becomes speech or writing
becomes script. They stop short of systematisation and, therefore,
identification. They carry all the imagination and emotion which
the human mind is capeble of without translating them into
cognizable forms. No line drawn by a child is meaningless
though we may have lost the capacity to respond to it becaus2
of the intervening web of systematised knowledge. These
drawings of the Hill Korwas are primal, childlike and bereft of
the weariness of knowledge,

If | may venture an interpretation, aparf, of course, from
noting the aesthetic merit of these drawings, | would say that
they are of a definite magical significance. They invoke the
power of the written word for the well-being of their commu-
nity. Their occational contacts with the so-called civilised world
has perhaps made them acquainted with the presence and power
of the written word zmong the town people. Observing the
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The interplay between the low-resolution xerox copy made in Bhopal and
the high-resolution scan made in NewYork was how | began to make this
artist book. | included the complete text of three key essays by Swaminathan
to give full rein to his powerfully evocative and incisive voice.
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| also included a complete inventory list for the works by Jangarh Singh

Shyam and the Hill Korwa artists in the Bharat Bhavan collection—75

Sample this description of Jangarh Singh Shyam'’s paintings: “Through

the use of colour and line and dot a whole pantheon of gods and

works each —as a stand-in for an artist monograph or catalogue raisonné

that is probably unlikely to be made.

deities are created, setting up a grand tableau, the inner magic world of

Jangadh, and therefore of the Pardhan and the Gond.”®

Ay

..........”.-.... . "!_...Iﬁﬂtl h
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BIF AT AT Y qA - a3a Y AT A waa 7 A F e 5 ae
TR, AT g AT HEAT g 20 feedl faegelt an am s e fiear
faegsit 0% g7 gzA famnd 23 &, Arit ¥ owwm Sirwm N7 FeEmar
wifeRat & gwra # g <

T TAH TH AE TRT H 91 ary 9w Iuieaw 7 g7 A gmy
fam oz mzw Fin fr gw o dwaag & e-md” 5z & oafow e
7, gty fam ga wr—mdt (gzfam ) veq &, ag 1wt Faaea g
78t & 1 afawiw Tmiwal ¥ iAW F A9 w9 2 ag
o oft gweir dradt E oo 41 A1 wew W AR 33 OE avfae
ATt 7, wqar faet o W - grAife @ Feea ot st awar
FAm AT | wE sy A agiav e N oA E fr & vam fak
A F1 TE E | OF AT A% A0 T F a0 famy www 8w
T\ ag falaar 57 Taisdl 51 0w wgna o miaw fafrafa s
FEAM R M A Aam AT T A F1 L agag fy 71 T gar
Faama i @ afens gt & 7 w=qeit 7 gqor srgwfadi § @t @ 2
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being unweund in 2@ haphazard manner from a resl, only the
thread is cutinto bits, some small and some fairly long, convol-
uted, forming whorls, zig-zags, circles and semicircles, cohering
at certain spots and scattering at certain others, as if simultane-
ously subject to centripetal and centrifugal forces.

They could be dismissed as aimless doodling (though no
doodling is aimless) but for certain clearly noticeable features.
In most of the drawings somewhere in the web of whorls and
lines we find a pictograph — drawing of what obviously is the
Sun, or that of a human figure or an animal, though these again
retain the linear quality, Again in most of these drawings one
finds that the lines are aspiring to become script. They are like
the scattered half formed leiters of a language yet to be born.
This characteristic lends a strange and moving calligraphic qua-
lity to these drawings What is remarkable is that they do not
tend to shape themselves into hieroglyphs, into visual represen-
tation of objects, but into abstract notations, as if they are trying
to over come the entire history of the birth and development of
written scripts at one go. Only these “letters” are not letters, for
they do not repeat themselves in any fixed order and these

-
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birds,

transformed the walls of a large courtyard and performance space in
Correa’s Vidhan Bhavan in Bhopal with his fanciful forest creatures

Jangarh Singh Shyam painted the domes at Bharat Bhavan and later
tigers, crocodiles, and demons’
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arable pressures from outside) rather than what they had been
doing in the past, seen as their true tradition by many expers.
I glory in the fact of the present, howsoever painful, ambigu-
ous and disturbing it may be. Tradition for me is not the formal
repetition of established styles and modes; it is the continuing
spirit of man expressing itself in different ways under different
circumstances and times. Tradition for me is ‘parampara’ : the
spirit supreme which is not affected by time. | have. therefore,
ventured to trigger reactions amongst tribal communities while
touring various parts of Madhya Pradesh and in my opinion have
been richly rewarded by a vast body of paintings and art works
fascinatingly fresh and varied from tribal and folk artists. For
example, the large painting hanging in the folk and tribal art
section of Roopankar by Belgur, a Muria Gond from Narainpur
taheil, district Bastar, was his very first painting. When he saw
some of our students sketching, he expressed the wish to paint
himself. The result is unique and entirely Belgur's own expre-
ssion, having no relation to what the tutored students of Arn
schools produce.

After establishing contact with the Hill Korwas of Baladarpat
we gave them paper and colour pens for drawing. Almost all of
them started simultaneously without hesitaiion, without peeping
over each other's shoulders for inspiration or guidance,
with a great sense of ease and confidance. | was expecting
drawings of animals, birds, etc.. or representation of anthropo-
morphic deities or even ritualistic drawings of “chowk™", etc what
came flowing out of their hands was so unexpected that | was
startled out of my wits

The first thing immediatelv noticeable in these drawings is
their calligraphic character, as if the artist is not drawing but
writing. The Hill Korwas have no written script and all of them
who did these drawings were illiterate. Of course, in their encoun-
terwith the traders in the weekly bazars, with Forest Guards and
other sundry Government personnel they have picked up a few
rudimentary words for communication with the outside world.
Otherwise they can neither read nor write. How then these
remarkable drawings ?

It will require a lot of investigation and enquiry by anthropo-
logists as well as psychologists to arrive at some plausible ex-
planation and conclusicn However, as an artist | am happily
placed in a position where | can both admire and read my own
meanings into these works.

When one looks at these drawings, one immediately thinks of
Paul Klee's dictum of taking the line for a walk. These drawings
are entirely linear. However, it is not a continuous flowing line
describing any object, shape or form. The line is like a thread
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The poet and translator AK Ramanujan has said, “My interest has always

been in the mother tongues, not Sanskrit, because | have always felt that

the mother tongues represent a democratic, anti-hierarchic, from-the-

ground-up view of India. And my interest in folklore has also been shaped
by that. | see in these counter-systems, anti-structures, a protest against

official systems.”®

6 179 [T90ET F79 50 Korwa at work
7 Tag andl s gadt Korwa girl st work

2
siigs fafa

THE MAGICAL SCRIPT
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Ever since | listened to the highly stimulating talk on the Hill
Korwas given by Dr. Kalia to our students last year, | had been
wanting to visit the Korwa Country. For one reason or the other
however, | could not make it till March 1983. | left Bhopal on
the 3rd March 1983 by jeep, accompanied by my painter-print-
maker - photographer friend Jyoti Bhatt and the young sculptor
Anil Kumar and reached Raigarh on March 5. From Riigarh we
proceeded tc Jashpurnagar where our field researchers were
waiting ard then to Sanna. Fortunately, we arrived at Sanna on
the day of the weekly bazar and immediately established contect
with the Hill Korwas of Laldarpat and Baladarpat villages.

The language barrier was partially overcome when | made
sketches of the headman and his wife and then asked them
to do the same by using the universal language of signs. We
also shared a few drinks and became [riends. A large number of
these astounding drawings are the result of this first contact,

My approach in building up the folk and tribal art section of
Roopankar has been somewhat different from that of the purist.
| have tried to collect art as it is being practised today among
folk and tribal i ly baing subjested to unbe-
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The architecture of Bharat Bhavan counters and re-imagines received
ideas of modern architecture. And Jangarh Singh Shyam’s potent art
as well as the “protest” art of the Hill Korwa tribes require their place
in a genuine understanding of modern and contemporary art.
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