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Art and Technology | Impact on artist practices at
the turn of the 21st century in India

In the '‘Q0s India witnessed a tectonic shift when erstwhile finance minister
Manmohan Singh's liberalization policies transitioned India into a free market
economy, with increased foreign direct investment. The percolation of technology
seeped through the country's (primarily urban) landscape, with internet being
made publicly available in 1995 (Mint 2015) and 4G in 2010 (Ghosh and Mishra
2015). In this period, the influx of the internet through social networks, websites,
online streaming services, and the e-commerce industry revolutionized how we
travelled, communicated, shopped, consumed culture, and of course, made art.

This article is a condensation of my written and oral interviews with 11 Indian
contemporary artists whose art practices were initiated in the '90s. This temporal
sub-set of artists aids a sharper study about the "before” and “after”, providing a



glimpse into the impact of liberalization on their practices. The scope of my query
attempts to understand how the growth of access to information, social media
platforms which changed the quality of information shared, rapid developments in
technology like film, audio and video projection, affected art practices before and
after this internet boom. The essay is not concerned with “technology in art”
broadly, but specifically on the impact technology has had on existing art
practices of that time.

“Before” and "After” | Immediate Impact

Aar Paar, which took place simultaneously in Mumbai and Karachi in 2000 and
2002[1], included ten artists from each city who developed single colour works
which were exchanged across the two countries via email, to be printed locally
and inserted into public spaces (Mulji 2000)
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BLAMING YOU MAKES ME FEEL 50 GOOD
S0 | Blame you for what You Cannet Control
FOUR RELIGION YOUR NATIONALITY
| WANT TO BLAME YOU. IT MAKES ME FEEL GOOD

Images: 'Blame’ is pasted at the Sindhi Muslim Society, in Karachi, 2008 (left);
Shilpa Gupta’s poster ‘Blame’ (right).

Shilpa Gupta remembers, "waiting by the computer and listening to the ring of the
dial-up modem when it tried again and again to connect to the internet. In the
second edition of Aar Paar, we could share files only below 1MB. The net was
very slow those days” (Gupta 2019). Similarly, Neha Choksi mentions that her
research-based work in 2001 required slow library research of every trip the US
President made abroad to Asia from 1900 to 2000 through newspapers available



physically or on microfilm, and microfiche—to source press photos and images,
with the places and dates of travel available from the US government archives,

Images: Neha Choksi, four stills from Last Words First Cry, 2013, HD video,
black and white, stereo, 5' 54"(top) Last words attributed to:

Don't let it end like this. Tell them | said something — Pancho Villa

Boy, fetch my fiddle — Robert Roy MacGregoi

Go on, get out! Last words are for fools who haven't said enough — Karl Marx
Cold Harbor. June 3rd. | am dead. — Union soldier

Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow. — Steve Jobs

(below) The American President Travels East, research sketch materials,
2001-2002

In contrast, researching in mid-2000s for the last words spoken by famous people
in Last Words, First Cry, was easier as the information was found online without
the aid of a physical library or reading biographies (Choksi 2019). Some artists
affirm that the increasing types of technologies — video projection, audio
recordings, digital printing — expanded the range of artists’ practices to include
film and photography as mediums. The most prominent example is that of Gigi
Scaria, who was exposed to a digital camera in 2001 in ltaly, which were
unavailable in India at the time. This led him to make his first video work in 2002
through a TRV25 Sony movie camera and because of that, film and audio based
art work formed a crucial part of his ongoing practise (Scaria 2019).



Subsequently, processes for the documentation of artwork to understand
mediums better, the scale of their work, as well as maintainence of records,
changed rapidly for the artists. Jitish Kallat recalls working on a 20 ft painting in
the mid-90s in a 10 ft by 10 ft room, and to understand how the final artwork was
taking shape he would photograph sections of it. Then, a “one-hour-photo” studio
would print them from the negative of the camera roll and he would place them
together to understand the larger whole. This today can be viewed by him on his
laptop soon after “stitching” photos clicked by his phone (J. Kallat 2019).

Images: Dhruvi Acharya, Three stages of working on a 32 feet mural, 2013 —
working on layouts with scanned drawings(top); computer aided full colour
layout(middle); final work(bottom).

The process is now pre-emptive. Dhruvi Acharya understood the scale of her 32
ft mural this way, and it resolved having to make changes on site, as was the
case earlier (Acharya 2019). For Manish Nai, 3D printing his rough sculpture
models gives him a keener idea of how his work will be created (Nai 2019).



Images: Reference images of natural formations clicked by Aditi Singh to
compare the quality of image. Hand held Leica camera Images 1996-2000
(top) ; | Phone images 2012 (bottom).

Aditi Singh always documented natural formations like skies, mountains and
rivers as part of her practice. With increasingly better cameras and image
making, detailed process documentation through videos, audio clips and photos
aids this process. She can now document the texture and color of red ion
pigment at the stones in Canadian Rockies in response to flowing water or
changing day light, by making short videos (Singh 2019).



Images: 3D printed replica used for Kenosis, 2015 digital print of terracotta
replica of artist's heart, disintegrating in water.

Yardena Kurulkar's Kenosis, 2017 takes this engagement with technology a step
further where 3D printing enabled her to do something un-precedented: excavate
her own internal organ—the heart—and create an exact replica of it (Kurulkar
2019).

A similar evolution is also seen in the role of printing and photocopying devices.
'In the 90s, the fax machine and photocopy machine, the camera — were my
collaborators' recalls Kallat as he used to incorporate them as participants in his
creative process (J. Kallat 2019). Gupta recalls small naka shops of xerox
machines and desktop publishing counters and printers, where she used to lay
out the text of the two-page arts school newsletter she published during the mid-
90s. In this, enlarging and reducing the size of an image, or decreasing and
increasing the size of any font being used in an art-work required repeated efforts



(Acharya 2019). This same ecosystem of small printers and photocopy machine
outlets are still readily available today, “still are very much part of one’s extended
studio, shared and on the streets” (Gupta 2019).

Overtime, the type of dependency on machines has shifted. Any desktop
computer or laptop now aids in assessing exact layouts in the preparatory stages
of artwork creation. This increased efficiency also aids in matching color schemes
to placing diptychs and triptychs together, so paint, canvases and other raw
materials are procured down to the exact requirement.

Additionally, former training and experience of the artists impacted how they
navigated this transitory phase. Jiten Thukral and Sumir Tagra provide an
interesting contrast because both their postgraduate degrees are in visual
communication and communication design, respectively, and hence there was a
seamless adoption of newer computer software and programmes as the internet
age beckoned them (Thukral and Tagra 2019). Being part of the advertising world
also kept Acharya in grips with the changing technological landscape.

Slowly, it became about sifting from the information that is constantly coming
towards artists, rather than seeking it out from scratch. Viewing interviews,
archival material, academic research, images online now does not necessitate
the number of library visits or largescale field research which were the norm
earlier. Information has been accessible on our handheld devices in the last

decade, and on PC and laptop computers since the early 2000s (Rajaraman
2012).



Images: (top) Barapullah painting reference from 19th century book, (middie)
Barapullah photo reference, (middle) final work Falling Fables, acrylic on
canvas, 2011; (Appendix) Sites visited and photographed for Falling Fables
research by Reena Kallat.

Images: (Appendix) National Centre for Missing People data research by
Reena Kallat (right)Synonyms, acrylic paint, rubberstamps, plexiglas, 2007-
2009, Installation view.



Image : Hindenburg Line, Electric wires, steel nails, charcoal, embossed and
laser cut arches paper, 2019. Hindenburg line is the boundary dividing
Germany and Poland.

Reena Kallat espouses this when she explains that her research for Falling
Fables, 2011 and Synonyms, 2009 required setting up meetings through
landlines with ASI officials, police stations, VISA offices, months or sometimes
years in advance, to now accessing the details of such endangered heritage
sites, missing persons reports’ and visa denial reports available online.

This shift enabled Kallat's Hyphenated Lives, 2015 and Leaking Lines, 2019
series, to expand their scope from regional information about border disputes
within South Asia to looking at global disruptions through international territorial
disputes, like US-Cuba, Israel-Palestine, Germany-Poland and Croatia-Serbia (R.
Kallat 2019).

Evolution, not Inception | Ideas about Art

In this burgeoning technical landscape, our conversations also highlighted
anchors that ground an artists' practice in an overwhelming mass of information,
and the closing gap between the real and virtual worlds. Jitish Kallat sequentially
contextualizes global information received with a time-lag throughout the 80s to
the 2000s, to real time information in multiple modes all the time after that. To
indulge and abstain at the same time from this powerful influx of constant
information is the balance he recommends to artists today, and practises himself,
by not creating a presence on Instagram or Facebook. Acharya mentions that



social media platforms can offer glimpses into the processes of art-making when
artists post images of works in progress or making-of videos, but it can

also create an alternate virtual reality of only successfully completed art works,
shying away from the angst, turbulences, failings, doubt, half-attempts that any
artist goes through in their practice. This creates a different set of expectations in
today's world, as compared to a time when the art works in books and the art
works of peers were the only barometers to compare one's work with. In a striking
contrast, these interactions with audiences through social media have added
another element to the performative part of Mithu Sen’s practice, which she
continues to explore (Sen 2019).

Images: Mithu Sen’s Instagram posts, Selection of these posts to make her 100
unique edition poetry book, Installation, UnMYthU solo show, 2018. Image
Courtesy: Chemould Prescott Road and the Artist, Photo Credit: Anil Rane

Most artists mentioned that the increased pace of receiving information has not
increased the pace of the creation of their artwork. While the intermediary
between the artist, and information, has a reduced presence now, processing this
influx of information and conceptualization requires “the same amount of work
and reflection, if not more!”, a significant point made by Sen and echoed by
Kallat. Kurulkar relies on the expertise of doctors and imaging experts to truly



understand and outline the borders of the organs she wants to work on, and the
ability to forge a connection with them is a crucial step.

Images : Field and Research Visit, Sangrur, Punjab, Thukral and Tagra Studio
Archive, 2018, Image courtesy, Thukral and Tagra Studio




Images : Assemblage of images : Ongoing work in studio; Projection
Mapping, 2019

Nai mentions how his collaboration is more dependent on the technical expertise
of civil engineers, carpenters, aluminum framers, than on technology in and of
itself. Similarly, Tagra and Thukral echced how more information about the
aspects of the farmers crises’ is more widely available since they have been
researching for their interactive experiential art work Bread, Circuses & TBD 2019,
but in no way does that undermine the act of engaging with the farmers in Punjab
to create a knowledge base to create artwork from.

Learning & Pedagogy | A Changed Audience

Acharya and Kurulkar poignantly mention that to learn any art technique outside
of art school, or to access an art critic’s article, or see art works of other artists,
their only options were books, the slide library and exhibition catalogues.
Overtime, how one “learnt” about art changed and is changing. Accessing
information about art through online international art journals, magazines and
blogs was possible. Witnessing conversations about art taking place across the
globe through panel discussions on YouTube, as well as online certified art
courses from auction houses and universities evolved the pedagogy of art, not
just for artists, but for the art viewing audience as well.

The value of the exhibition catalogue has evolved from being the only segue into
an artists’ past exhibitions to now being virtually available as a nifty PDF
circulated on WhatsApp or through AirDrop. The digital footprint of artwork
documentation is much larger with handheld phone cameras, sophisticated art
management systems like Art Logic, or even simply, professional cameras that
record artwork and exhibition displays. Along with instant real time video and



photo documentation of exhibitions today, breakthroughs in Augmented Reality
and Virtual Reality globally (Bonasio 2018) and in South Asia, significantly impact
how audiences are consuming art. With the explosion of viewing images of art
through many platforms other than just where the art work is displayed—mobile
apps, social media platforrns on phones and virtual reality tours on computers—
an audience can get art-fatigued faster and it can become a unique challenge for
artists to now hold the audience’s attention and sustain it.

Future-Proofing (?) And Reflecting

Receiving responses to my questions about the transformative impact of the
influx of technology highlighted changes in artwork production, docurmentation
and scope that occurred as an immediate by-product of technological
advancements. It helped map the significant long-term shifts in making, learning,
sharing, seeing, and thinking about art, that came to the fore. As echoed by many
artists who were interviewed, this proliferation of technology helped and helps in
the evolution of the artwork, but not in the inception of the artwork itself. It can be
understood that technology has impacted artists’ practices at the turn of the
millennia, be it through research scope, access to information, documentation,
pedagogy as well as the audiences that consume art. Though there is one
response which has resonated collectively across most of the artists referred to in
the essay: that the human connection is the core for creating, interacting with,
ideating about—art. It cannot be replaced with, but only complemented by,
technological advancement.
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Appendix: List of physical sites and databases compiled as part of Reena Saini
Kallat's research.

Sitem visitod and phofographsd

Aedarn whan s Tost (soar Culsh Complex)

oy Pl | Custsh hings Complae b
Risel Fort Corrlas [Flect Fert)
Gurabe Mavpd (mear Red Forj



L

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Shaleen Wadhwana has woven her academic and professional life extensively around the arts and
heritage sector. Along with degrees in BA History (Lady Shri Ram College, Delhi) and MA Art History
(SOAS, London), she has academic expertise in Art Appreciation (National Museum Institute, Delhi), was
awarded the Scholarship of Excellence for Cultural Heritage Law (University of Geneva) and is a Young
India Fellow (Ashoka University). She has presented her academic research on embedded histories in
objects looted during the 1857 Great Uprising at University College London, England as well as on the
repatriation politics surrounding the Kohinoor Diamond at India's first Art Laws Conference, at the

Piramal Leaming University, Mumbai.

She has worked at museums and galleries ranging from the Heritage Transport Museum, Haryana to
Chemould Prescolt Road Gallery, Mumbai. Shaleen curates art and heritage based experiences for a
wide spectrum of audiences ranging from universities like Michigan and Harvard to NGOs like Slam Out
Loud and institutions like the Tribal Development Board of the Gowt. of Maharashtra and Indian Institute
of Science Education and Research (IISER). Currently, a visiting faculty at the Design Management
Department of MITID Institute of Design in Pune, Shaleen is also the Humanities curriculum designer for
the MITID Innovation programme. OSMOSIS, a contemporary art group show which was on display at
TARQ Gallery in Mumbai, marks the beginning of her curatorial joumey, the idea of which was born in her
classroom in Pune. Her recently co-authored article about the impact of the Lodi Art District on the
community around it, for the Ministry of External Affairs of India, has been published in India

Perspectives, its widely read international e-journal.

Chosen WordPress Theme by Compete Themes.



