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Cholamandal’s Prodigal Child

Geeta Doctor talks to C. Douglas and discovers an artist trying to find his centre at the
margins.

Indeed, it 1= difficult not to Imegin
Douglas himself as one of those thin

wlled crabs digemg himselt into s

quaintly charming cotiage

{ holamandal the artists ‘.']'.‘.“_‘n' on
outskirts of Chennai, next o th

murmuring sound of the sea on the

Coromandel vast. His sea wieen eyt
peer at vou as srushes the tangled
spirals of black curly pirate’s haw from

his broad fair torehead. His talk 1tse

spirals around the air in short bursts of
indecision. “You've heard of Camus's
stranger? No, hmmm, what | mean 8
we are i!'k-j that, stra ngers outsiders

P 1 1 -

You know what Paul Valery says. On
Fhot's Wastcland, When | look at some
of my work [ am reminded of Eliot's
phrase, "These tragments | have shored
against my ruins’. But why am | saying
this? You know Eliot's Wasteland, don't
vou? Thal Is my method of working.
Sometimes, | like to use the sand as a
texture for my work, or tea stans, or tear
the paper, or walk over , crumple it up,
which 18 why | prefer to work on paper
or anv tragments that are there to create
my own suriacy

He paraphrases Sartre's Heing o

Notiigness, gives a short summary of

mages of bolched births, strange the ideas of Basavanna, the twelfth
coupiings, of mechanically century Kannada retormer and
induced experiments that suggest describes his treks 1o sit under the trees

a medieval alchemist hunched inside nstenng to the anti-lecture lectures of
a vaulted cell or attic or, in today’s |. Krishnamurthi. "It's not the subject
contex!, a metal visored technician matter of the Wasteland that interests
tinkering over a stainless steel fusion me, but the technique. What made him
of human embryos in a petrie dish write it. [t reminds me of the work of
ragment the canvases of C. Douglas Ilvappa Panikker, You know he speaks
At the same time they are filled with a of sandinga, twilight, thal time between
luminous intensity. The sombre shapes night and dav. It's a very important
are overlaid with a phosphorescent idea for me. The expenence of sandh”
network of waving lines, fAying fish, Everv question of art elicits a
floating birds, stigmata, striations, monologue on the work of some
starbursts like those made by the European artist or the other. But, when
scrabbling motions of innumerable I mention the possible influence of
tiny crab-like creatures digging Anselm Kiefer, the German artist, who
themselves into the wet sand that are also used sand, seeds and earth matted
like the residue of Douglas’s long-time on the surface of his paintings, and
2992 78 em x 108 cm affinity with the sea whose earlier works often featured



'-:l[:;'.:.'_l':‘. empty attics and wooden
beamed halls burning with drv flames,
attenuated forests of trees marked with
wounds where the branches might
have once grown, Douglas reacts with

0"

Why don't you leave all

irritation,
these German arlists alone, [ owe much
more to the artists closer to me, like
Armawaz and Ramanujam”™ The very
next instant he 1s talking about Georyge
Basehitz, (there 1s actually an elephant
painted upside down hanging on one
of the walls of Douglas’s cottage
about Edvard Munch, Emil Nolde and
Bernard Dubuffet

Stories of his mythical shyness
abound, Thev date from his student
davs wher left the cool green waters
of his native Kerala, drawn by the
powertul preseance ol KOS Pamker
Principal of the Governmenld School of
Arts and Crafts at Chennai it a
particularly tumultuous peri din its
lstory and wen! on 1o become one of
Paniker's proteges at Cholamandal
Cholamandal was tounded by a group

of artists, most ot them young

from the Government School of
Crafts, to allow them to practice their
vocation In in  atmosphers of
collaborative enterprise, where each
one would also work al some craft that
would bring in the monev for the shared
faciibies O0F the community

It's fancitul. no doubt, to think of

Faniker now as a Prosper f1gure
presiding over a rainbow coalition of
awrtists, all seeking a4 new world
through the practice of art. Certamniy |
was his unique br !
spenmentation  that sy red |
ithers oo, as he tned o negotate a pal
[ . h HHines 1t
] el

which was particular
south and the heady excitement ol

modemism sweeping in from the west

Towards the end of his hfe, Panikes
had tried out and rejected both ths
facile cubist impressionism lied to
an attempt lo forge a national identity
for an emerging see ular demaocracy
and the to ' revival of tribal, Tantris
and other maotits

One of the other members of this
commumity was Ramanujam. He was
an obsessive type of personality, who
could barely communicate with others
and eventually committed suicide, after

soisoning the only creature close to
F 4 ]}

him, his dog. In his paintings however,
he inhabited a subterranean world ol
such imaginative invention that even
today these strange, blotted-out lings

filling oul the serpentine landscape full

ind mythical

0of towers, passag

creatures create a powerful impact, In

the cormer of each of his painbings there

is invanably a picture of the artist with
his hat and dog, riding out 0 seek new
adventures of an erotic Kind

Douglas  was

archetvpal outsider. As he describes 1t

his first impression f Ramanujan
sitting in isolatu indder 1 n tree
! L e o Arts and pamting \
it of being m touch th a shama
12U [5 this a romantic re-creat f
eV 5 Boeca in hi lifetime
I n — CE mao
ridi ed d tgnored than admired
\ Il probabl eve k )
Douglas on his pat 1 alread

drawn o thas
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“We all discuss
fragmentation. But
what is
fragmentation?
Fragmentation is
about mutilation.
Mutilated body,
mutilated language,
mutilated
imagination. It's
about displacement
in the context of your
traditional culture’
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rejected the dlalectical materialism of his
peers in Marxist Kerala. In Ramanujam,
he felt he recognised that state of pure
empathy with the forces of the earth, the
the
amniotic memory that carries with it the
echoes of our oceanic beginnings, that

eternal female, sub-conscious

was close to his own readings of his
favourite poets,

It is not surprising, then, that the
show
preoccupied with ovord torms and
foetal shapes uncurling in a recurring
dance of life. These soon gave way to

carlter  works Douglas

highly patterned abstract forms that
have a mathematical exactness This
period coincides with almost o decade
spent i Germanv, Douglas had
married. fathered a HOM, EXPETIETI (3}
the freedom that his close readings of
European authors had led hum to
believe In a drawing
entitled Poisonous Love from 1986 he

displays the furious energy, the intense

18 the ideal

scribbled lines. tea stained blotches
and repetitive stabs of the ball point
pen with which he marks the paper,
that embodied for him the Dionvsian

194

Mired maidsw on paper

frenzy of the spirit unbound. Even
today, he claims that drawing is an act
of mutilation, a kind of a penance that
an artist performs to express his
particular vision

As against this, there were the
grid-like
paintings. As a commentator wrote at

carefully structured

that time, “Caught in the opposition,
Douglas’s paintings lost height and
The formalistic flat
pattern was disrupted. They became

prepared for failure

less harmonious, less articulate, a cry
an animai, an echo, primitively human
He starts making textures, holes, mixes
media, draws on lom papers, feeling
unresolved by thought, starts to win
over the structure. The approach s
(Henrv Schavoir
from Lalit Kala Contemporary 33)

widely integrative”,

We must question that last sentence.
The the had only
underlined his feelings of
displacement, It had, however, fed
Douglas’s need to steep himself in the
ideas of all those writers and thinkers
he had admired from his earliest days
“I'm glad that | spent my time in
Germany and not in Paris. If 1 had gone
to Paris my work would have taken a
ditterent turn, become all
surface ¢colour and form. The French are

sojourn in west

whaolly

a very rational people The Germans
are romantic, ecstatic, metaphysical
Fhey their
instinct”. He quotes from Nietzsche

believe in {ollowing
and Hiedegger, Herman Hesse and
Kafka and explains his admiration for
neo-expressionism and the COBRA
painters, There's no doubt, however
that he had to back to
Chelamandal

The transition might have led him

aet

from one ghetto to another more
familiar one. For without Paniker's
leavening presence Cholamandal had
become another closed society of
artists closely defending their tiny
hearths. To Douglas, however, the
this situation
appeared to steady his vision, The
claustrophobic atmosphere became
the landscape for some of his most
liberating compositions as in the
diptych painted in 1995-96, The
closely patterned grids had been
[he interior spaces
shattered with a cataclysmic force that
suggest both destruction and rebirth

mcestuousness  of

smashed open



Inside an embryo, two dogs are stuck
together forever mating. The body 1s
pierced through with nails, the arms
mutilated. It is a world turmed upside
down, though there is some residual
order still as a pendulum oscillating
in the foreground suggests that there
will be some return to the centre yet
It's in the densely
that the drama remains

worked textures
The artist has

souch

ught every means possible to escape

that can be

de-coded into one type of myth or

from & narrative structure

another. He works on the surface of his
paintings and vet tries to assure the
viewer that it s anvthing but superficial
The scabs, the wounds the gouging of
the paper, the sutures that bandage a
woman's partially mastectomied chest,
while she measures her life on a string,
VICW with a

are offered up lor

detachment that never becomes

voveuristic. He tips the viewer into his
deepest tantasies and asks for nothing
n return but that he or she enters the
world with a view to e Xperience il

"“We all discuss fragmentation

But
what is fragmentation? Fragmentation
18 aboutl mubilation. Mutilated body

mutilated language, mutilated
It's about displacement
syt

ts what vou learn in the

in the of vour traditional

culture, That

conte

When | lived in Germany they

i \

Sdid You

west

don’t understand our

language. You can learn |t, but vou

understand it You

can't really can't

be authentic, There is something calle

Duchampian aesthetics, which you

neves understand

vaperience... That Is what the Angl

Amertcan cultural histary tells us
can di 15 gach ou OW
centre,  Becas centre s

that we cannot reach

something

because they tell us that vou can't ever

reach it, we're at the centre, you're at
the margin, you've been marginalised
Bave

If we cannot reach the centre we
to create our own centre at the margin
We have to be proud of our loss, of our
marginalisation. At the margin there
is the mutilation that has happened,
so when | work on paper it becomes
[he body is like this
She does not have a breast,

the first body
woman
the breast is stitched and we don't
know what happened to her and we

look at this woman, she looks like the

[t's about the

[his

mother of this child

artlst and  the  language
tragmented, mutilated body. The artist
today is unable to be suthentic. Roland
Barthes once said photography is
artists are

Quotalion.

guotation which 15 what
today

Hon

doing

Fragment
At the talk,
Douglas -.31-'4\\' of his vearning to go

peginning of our

back to the Koduvally bridge in the

haunts of his vouth and to stand there

in the twilight, which he describes as

the margin between the dav and the

night. “It's not just a sentimental

longing to go back to what | call

~

yd i ne i Wh y
Sanditse 1s a threshold. When

SRR U

you are standing at the margin, vou
are at the threshold of -u‘n‘.:"h:ll‘.: W
1 and make

\
You can find vour

You can internalise sandhy
11 a new experience

own centre there, in the margins ‘1

C. Dougles v

Untitled

" agrouy

¥ Young ardiafs
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TAXE ON ART /¥igh Rei

The main exhibition area opens into i hall having two adjacent
walls covered wath wailpapers beanng images of the worn out
walls of a dilapidated colomal bailding. The misssive. denuded
anclent and yet sturdy walls with their verticaliey transform the
gallery space into a primordial one Found bricks, as ald a8
three hundred sears glued w the wall paper jut out ol i, on
which miniature furniture made of German slver —a chair a
tahle. & bookshell and 4 wardmobe — are climically arranged m
groups, A pillar balt with rubble filling wp scaffold of ron yous
stands before the covered walls. Caught between s past ancd
the present, the itv condronts its ruin. On another wall pho-
tographs beartng images of the same farmiture that are placed
insne the deeply weathered furrows of an old colonial struc-
ture metaphorvally sigmifies the o rammed Life 1t has an apart-
mesits thit spawn and sprawl avound the |m:.l~n--|n-u|.»§ City 1n
multitudes. A dead tree. that was uprooted b the e rsonnel o
the state's electrcity baard, with 4 dozen unplements of all son
hanging down fom its branches, stnds m the micldle of the
gallry space, 1w Ieak and eene ambicnce speaks ol a fast
changng city where s colonial history fudes out only to get re-
|||.|l edd by the hox-like aprartmenis, and a world 1'_uinu g ovet
its consumenia fetishes Rathin reconstructs & thaed sec tion of
the allery with cartons beanng popular b ands and logos that
stand out as signifiers 1o an entire sociology, Everything in this
reonstructed room from ceibng to its walls, from the fumiture
(o its Aoor brim with a dull pailbd brown tint of the cartons,
traversed hy red logos of the manufaciurers. The last secton
of the wallery comprizes of several drawings prodluced from
vapous medinms - fur twane, mk, paper cut-outs reflecting
upon their maker’s caprices and a series of wols — sickle, pli-
ers. pistol, knife — carved out from baked bncks, The arnst =
concerned with form and functionahiey: natsral and manmade
oljects; the encroachment of man upon natune: Adthough the
individual ser of works (installstions, drawings and sculprores
break up the exhibiton space tn o oway that leaves the show
somewhat incoherent, the irtist's venturang o @ wide range
I raterals proves his future moorngs and endless l':c-~<:||:|1|i-;'.~
i reconstrscang e and space

e oy Bpes Pl
rlkata
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Buttertlies in a2 Hall of Mirrors

Art Chennai, which concluded on 18, March consisted of ex-
hibitions, displays and public art initiatives acrass Chennai, Of
these, one was an exhibition of mixed media pantings and
installation by C. Douglas at Focus Gallery.

The “Blind Poet and Butterfiies’
Douglas'’s style, where he takes his work forward not by build-

series marks a shilt i €

ing upon the flat coloured, relatively sparse imagery of s pre-

ffrm
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S FAost avd the Oatierfied VUL misns el 90 g noerted or CovsRs, T K 54 imoh, JULY
vions ‘Missed Call’ series bt by returning to 2 ml h carlier
stvle of working that was densely pamted and lavered. Tlus
non-linear trajectory s reflective ol his larger engagement with
cirenlanty and recurrence in his ‘Biind Port' seres where the
subject [poct) becomes the style poetic) and vice versa, Meta-
morphass and transormation iare constant concerns i these
works as C Douglas makes repetitive use of nmages of batters
flies, cocoons and caterpillays. The nataral process o f the but-
terfiv's translormation also seems to be used by C. Douglas w
refer 10 the mevitability of the poet transderning his own vi-
won 1o the butterfhies. On one hand, i’ the poet were not 1o
wnise the vulnerability of the butterfly that needs to carry

rec
False eyes on its wings 1o deter predators and somehow ry to
help it by giving his own vision, then the poet would no fonger
remain a sensitve being capahle of any artstic endeavour. On
the other hand, since any creative act involves giving vision 1o
an image, the busterflies endowed with the pott’s VISIONn are
akin to the verse he creates, Thesefore, one may say that within
the world of the painting, the image of the batterfly represents
the various other images evoked by the fragmented words writ-
ten on the pamtings. This shafting of famibiar meanings results
in the butterflies and the words floating unanchored on the
surface; the erumpled surface and tears masking the uneasy
relationship between the worilids within the pamnting and those
outside. Furthermaore, the open-ended nature of the meaning
making process is evident even in the dynamics between the
poet and his art; the battexflies although bemg born from the

poet, once created, no longer remain only in his sand crasted

I‘lllu v
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and tactle world as they glow w shades of ultrsmanne and

red ochive.

[he posicomng of butterties in these works speaks of many
things. For example, the butterflics hover not only on the sur-
face but are alss found Huttesing msde drawers, as thoueh the
poct's restless secrvts have fnally found release before the gaze
ol the viewer However the large rectangular works with grey

e was g gallery of ble-size mirrors, contronting ones own
. ¢

oloured fractored spaces msude made the viewer feel thar </
mage m the hgure of the blind poet. Since circulanty s an
ideriving tweme s these works, where one form also refers
O oan v';l- oA recianguiag pPaannng formal rek ming o s crca
i one and words with dilferent meanmmngs being represenied
Iw the mtage of the butterdly me hgure (poet/armst) relers
o another (viewer) and one painnng contsins within it othe
pasnungs (in terms of having muluple frames); the butterthes
mside drawers seem to be not just a voveuristic peep into the
secret world of ¢ blind poct bast aalso a e presenbhon of one s
ow secrels. As the viewer stands in front of these paintings
the mrrored surtace caprures the gaze of the viewer and 1t 1

th

e viewer’s vision that seems to be given o the butterthes, I
words needs words', simiardy the blind poet needs the view-
er to create poetry and the viewer needs the blind poel and
his butterflies 10 give vason Lo las/her secret thoughts, In thas
sense, these pamtings by seerming o focus on the absence of
vision speak about the primacy of vision where the mere act
of looking ar these works makes cach viewer the creator of an

autobiographical work.

g Pocl and Datterfies, C ODacghan, 11 March - L1 M, Foces At Gadwry, Cneeos

Imagu ety Yanroen Samenettan

(44

Rags Media Collective, ‘On
Curatorial Responsibility’

Responsibility, after all, is all about
being ‘answerable™. To be ‘respon-
sible” means, first and foremaost. 1o
answer, to respond, to be respon-
stve, We could say that curatonal
responsibility consists in taking the
position of being a custodian of
the ethical, authorial, pragmatc,
and programmatic encrgies that
act m concert 10 anstorm  the
occasion of a biennial into a pro-
cess whereby (for the duration of
the event] a space of creanviny
display, and discourse is rendered
public in a manner that artculates
crittcality, intelligence, pleasure,
and an mformed response 1o the
matrx ol social and political rela-
tonships that te local contexts to
global realities ['he question
of how biennials could be respon
sibly curated in the future requires
us 1o think = lide bie about time
because any questions about the
future e really engquines about
how we want something to contine
ue, or about how prepared we an

Lo ensure 15 continued existence %9

fin Elena Filipovic. Maneke van
Hal and Solveig Ovstebo eds., The
Bienmial Reader (2010), pp. 285-287)
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Certificate of Authentication
22nd October 2007

Artist: C Douglas

Title: Mirror Showing Nothing Il
Medium: Acrylic on canvas
Size: 80" x 55"

Year: 2007

This is to centify that the above painting illustrated by C Douglas is an original work by the artist.
I certify the same.

C Douglas
Artist



