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Tableaux of moods

Douglas and his charged world

Hans V. MATHEWS

Dl" IGLAS looks ser o become
one of India’s leading artists: he
v a panter with evident gifts. he is
young, in his early forties, and the way
his work has gained depth over the
last en yeurs or so0 makes one think
that he will soon find for his powers
an ecxact and clarifving expression
And when he hus done so, it will be

largely a solitary  achievement
mough Douglas has been  closely

ussocaated with Cholamandal artists

sunce hs student days and though the

ethos of the Cholamandal village (near
Chennai) must have shaped him in
some fundamental way, it is not easy
10 link has painting with the works of
any of his contemporaries; neither can
it be traced to anything of K.CS
Panikkar, who Cholamandal's
guiding spiri

Panikkar’s mature work seems to be
u cerebral examinaton — at first bjush
at least « of the namre of the visual
sign: and a certain analyocal atttude
informs the work of many of his stu-
dents. Douglas, by contrast, s u
painter first, und last; one who i
extremely ambitous with his medium

Was

This point made for reASONs
First, because pictoria) meaning in his
recent work depensds so0 musch on the
eve attending closely to facture, 1o the
activity of the punting hand, and then
because the I.u',.'u.’ mOovemens of arr m
the last three decades has often called
the powers of painting into question
either by abandoning 1t altogether for
other mediums, or in the process of
disputng the formalist dogmas of late
modernism, which had given painting
pride of place smong the plastic arts
{and the lingering attractions of which
are due 10 the sophistication of
Clement Greenberg's criticism

hwo

What still Hinks Douglas to neo-expresslonist painters is his willingness to take on large sdeas and his ability to do so
without compromising his work as painting. Eros — sexual energy s a primordial and pervading force, 1o which
human nature ks viokently subject - is the thematic core of the work reproduced here. The diptveh, bowever, lends

itself to interpretation.,
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A runge of alternatives
emerged through the
1960s 1o contest formal-
31 painting: pop, ©on-
ceprual art. assemblage,
installation, perfor-
mance, process (these
are some of the more
common labels).  All
these practices atempt-
ed in their own wavs 1o
redease the artst from a
constricting reflexivity -
formalist  painting 1
“about™ ¢olour only; any
other sort of content 1
anathema - so that he or
she could tackle life, so
to speak

Looking back now, it
does seem that the sup-
posed death of painting
in the 1970s was only an
extended sleep. Besides,
there were artists,
notably of the School of
London, who painted
right through it alk
Indian ant did not seem
1o o through such crises

(wrrists hike K. G,
Subramanvam probably
prevented  that), The

seemingly sudden resur-
gence of paintung in the
carly 19805 in the hands
of the Talian “mransa-
vant-garde” and the
German neo-expression-
ists produced the excites
ment of a Resurrection
Painting promised 1o
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Mixed Medis on Paper, 1996,

s

between the mark
made on the surface and
the motif emerging in
the plane - that gener-
ates and controls pactor-
al meaning coupled with,
of course, the movement
of atenton across the
picture. (Very roughly,
the pictorial surface,
with its marks and pig-
ment, is what one ‘looks
oty while motfs and
colours m the piture
plane are what one
‘sees’.) Other factors, the
symbolic content  of
motifs, for instance,
should be regarded as
augmenting this primary
production cf meaning.
One may be able to
respond 1o the surface
even in the reproduction
of the diptych (see page
725. The painung, in its

dense working, quickly
I involves the eve and the

tactile imagination. The
crumpling and ndging of
the ground - which =
prepared by glueing thin
paper 1o conon cloth — is
the clementary  device
used here, as in &ll his
new works, to nvolve
the eye with the surface
What holds n there is
Douglas’ tacucal com-
mand of the mark and
the line: the inventve
bur perfectly timed and

reach agumn the heights
1s past masters had taken it 1o,

One needs to rehearse all this here
secause Douglas 1= most  easily
approached by referming him to recent
European painting, When 1 first saw
his work three vears ago, its scanfied
fpures and surfaces mmediately
brought to mind neo-expressionists,
the more sombre ones, especially -
Anselm Ksefer rather than, say,
sigmar Polke. (A more remote influ-
:nce on Douglas surfaces then - but
1ot now — might have been Dubuflet’s
sxturologiess but | hesitate to muake
iny connection bere since there is
wothing  ‘tachsst® or  ‘primitvised’
ihout fhus painting. )

Douglas's eurbier work had been
saund by o geometnc abdtraction and

15 very likely that e was proveked to
nove past that by his contact with
ese very potent artists who were not
hy of the figure and who freely used

| the plastic resource of painting.
Ihat contact seems 10 have been an
musually enabling one; and keeping it
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in mind will help the viewer onent
himself to Douglas. But one has 1o be
a littde careful when referring Indian
painting o Western  sources
European neo-expressionism has its
own formal history and looking at an
Indian painter through that formal fil-
1er, i the absence of a similar past
here, may raise expectations he cannot
casily satsfy. (Souza's success with
the strategics of expressiomst pamnting
may seem to prove the contrary, but
that depended on his becoming ‘west-
ernised” and “‘Chrstianised’ w an
almost distorting  degree, as Geeta
Kapur argucs in her essay on fus
work.) One has o ignore the foreign-
ness of Douglas™ sources at some
point and se¢ whether the devices he
has borrowed have been adapted well
to the local habits of the eye,

Douglas relies on facture: specifical-
ly, it 1 the conunual and variously
modulated movement of  sensuous
anention back and forth between the
pictorial surface and the picture plane
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superbly controlied
release of their encrgies across, along
and around the motif.

In the diptych. the trunsit between
plane and surface is raped and fairly
cven across the picture (except along
the naked figure in the right panel): its
composition - the disposition of
moufs mainly — ensures that. This
rapid going back and forth paces
Arenon across the picture in & partic-
ular way; looking develops a more or
less regular rhythm (oft and across the
naked figure: but along this the eye
slips and slides).

In the second work reproduced here
{see picture above), the movement of
anention between picture plane andd
pictorial surface is differently modu-
fated: the more stable composition
and a reladvely smoother brushing
allow the eye more lesway in the plane
as it raverses the picture.

Returning to  the queston of
sources. the rhythm of looking s pri-
manly & funcuon of handling, design
and theme. Bur it can also depend on
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local uses of the serses, on
the sensory economy of daily
ife around the work, so tw
spesk. (Michael Baxandall's
Painting and  Expenonce i
15th Centsery Italy 15 2 persun-
sive account of how duly
expericnce inflected looking
in the Renaissance.)

Formalism, as one expects.
rejects the claims of experi-
ence, and insists on the acs-
thene ‘autonomy” of are. To
the extent that they see for-
makism as the logical end of
modernist  art, postmodern
artists insist on subjecting art
to the contingencies of daily
life, (Pop art's manipulation
of mass-medin images & the
obvious example: and the
Process artist’s use of organic
matter — ammal fat  for
instance — is another) The
problermn with mmporting a
device is thar whatever shap-
ing force was exeried by
expenence around it would
very likely dissipare and some
wiy must then be found to
supply the lack,

s seems 0 expose
his painting o local expen-
ence sometimes; the abvious
things 1© point to are the
granular drops of pure and
almost dry pigment in fower

Mixed Media on Paper, 1995, The literal and
‘surgtcal’ use of thread in his painting of the
‘mastectomised” figure. far from contradicting
fucture elsewhere in the work, actually augments
it so that the thread is iIncorporated as thread -
and nat merely as a different material — without
compromising its character as painting,

through and through with
supernal estranging encrgics.

Ambiton of a different sort
seems o be at work in the
picture  with the mastec-
tomused figure, The very hie-
eral and ‘surgical’ use of
thread here -« Kicfer's literal
use of straw is un obvious
parallel - far from contradict-
ing facture elsewhere in the
work, acrually augments it so
that the thread is mcorporat-
ed as thread - and not merely
as & different marerial - into
the work without compromis-
ing its character as puinting.
Kiefer's demonstranion  that
painting could, without loss,
subsume matter extruneonus
w it was conducted 1 a con-
text in which that exwranety
had come 10 be deploved in
very  sophisticated  ways:
through the 'counter-prac-
tices’ o painting mentoned
above. That itself would have
provided him with & devel-
oped sensory context, and
thereby certain formal oppors
tunities, to make his contrary
pommt. We do pot have that
here: Douglas relies on the-
matic content insteand and,
again, only a detailed reading
will show how the subsumpe
von  was  accomplished

part of the diptych’s right

panel; the way colour is “released”
from the grain here is affected by, for
one, by our daily use of kumkum. But
otherwise not: the picture of the
“mastectomised™ figure reproduced

here depends on the coordinanon of

formal pressures internal w painting
(on playmg off the physiognomic
codes of the portrzit against & more
‘expressively’ dstorted figuration; on
heightening the tension between the
material fact of the thread sutched
over the removed breast and the spec-
tral “opticality” of the remiming one),

The decision to expose the diptych
to experience may have been prompts
ed by the formal lacuna meatoned
above, but his success in doing 30
shows that Douglas has adapted his
borrowings well 10 local constraints.
And, in fact, over the last four or five
vears he seems to have made neo-
eXPressionist tactics o much his own:
the tag & useful 1o indicate only a
point of departure, from which he has
moved a good way forward,

But one thing that soll links
Douglas to  the neo-expressionist
painters — and an mdex to their com-
mon ambition — is his willimgness to
take on large ideas and his ability 1o do

P

so without compromising his work as
pamnting. Very broadly. Eros — sexual
energy as a pnmordmal and pervading
force; 10 which our human nature, our
bodied sentience, is violently subject -
is the thematic core of the work repro-
duced ‘here. The diprych actually
Jends itself to interpretation, 1o articu-
fating the premises. 50 to speak, of
what the picture proposes about reali-
v, (The kev is the peculiarly 'evacuat-
ed’ volume the naked body has. when
compared 1o the compressed density
of the fish and the birds, and the suffi-
ciency and geometric ‘purity’ of the
cone., )

Giving a ¢lose reading — which
would, sdeally, show how the theme
structures the rhythm of looking -
however, scems nsky here. for its
plausibility would depend on the read-
er having dccess o the picture, But
only a close reading would really bring
out Douglas™ reach and power, and
show why his painting compels the
mind to sense a world charged

. A major exhibition of Douglas®

| recent works concluded recentdy in
| Mumbai after having been seen

| in Chennai and Bangalore.
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through that.

In the pewer work he has done
through this vear, Douglas has staged
the same figures over and over in dif-
ferent setings. Given the currency of
the word “narrative” in recent discus-
ssons of Indian art, it 8 wempting 10
look for story-teling of some sort
here, That would, I think, be a mis-
take; it would threaten the coherence
of these paintings; their formal mecha-
nisms will not easily accommodate
nareation (in-any usual sense).

It is bewer to Jook at these staged
scenes as, simply, tableaux - ruther
than as flawed developments of
action, produced by an inadequately
pictonabised  namrative . impulse  —
whose function 1s to provide 4 mood,
an emouve regster within which,
again, the movement of sensuwous
attennion will develop.

Still, some of these new pamtings
demand a more  adventurous
approach, Their complication of pic-
torial incikient scems, as such, insuffi-
ciently mouvated: and seen beside the
very sure work be had done carlier,
they do seem a hittle tenmtive, But one
hopes thar the difficulties they pose
arc only what the eve should expect
on unfamiliar formal werrsin. @
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