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i< a three-month artists’ residency based in

New Delhi. Conceptualised asan intensive, studio-based residency
foremerging artists, Dharti provides its residents space and resources
+o develop their practice, work ona new project, and interact with

e broader art community in the city. The residency is held annually

hetween the months of May and August.

Dharti Arts Residency

In the course of the three months, the four artists selected for the
programme Participate inalineup of peer-to-peer conversations
critique sessions, galleryand studio visits, artist talks and ,
presentations etc. Alongside, they will be required to conceptualise

and produce a new work. The resi )
. The resid -
open studio, ency concludes with a week-long
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Does air have a problem passing through

my narrow nasal passage?

Breaking Opacity in Micro pieces (2018); Khushbu Patel
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Loving with Languagc: Reflections on
Writing Alongside Art

KAMAYANI SHARMA

L.

The Internet is acerbic. There exists a website that has been set up
to generate random “art criticism” quotes in response to any five-

digit number.

http:/ /Www.pixnrlaven.c:om/phrase_generator.htmll

The sentences spewed out by the algorithm are expectedly
pretentious; an obvious joke about the opacity of language that often

plagues its own use in the serious discussion of art. It’s funny because

it’s true.

IL.

A scene in Velvet Buzzsaw (2019), a film satirising the horrors of theart
world, features a conversation between an art enthusiast and icy critic

Morf Vandewalt:
“I heard he was crushed.”
“By the car?”

“Your review.”?

11
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It’ lling depiction “m.mppin;:i!l“‘i‘ JEOCICHEGIR S an,
t'satelhing ' wpiricin-residence.” as if one wa.
inadvert sntlv echoed by the term critic-n 'L'\Id,t,nu' dblto.nL S
madverters sroving, verbose parent, waiting at the dinner
art made in the course of the day. The realjy

up the role of critic for the

talking about a disapj
rable to find faults in the

: oce contentious. When I took
is a lot less contentiol F . s -
Dharti Arts Residency at Serendipity Arts Foundation in }”.“ SL.”Emcr

1d i < J . K , ealats q W

- 3 Ia wars +4th aninterest in |‘(_‘()I'('Clln‘f.: my relations 1p with art,
of 2018 it was with an imntcere ke s aCo Tl
Instead of encountering finished or resolved artwor 1 (h ! e
. ) 'g o the often-
sctting—a s:nllcn'm'nmscum——l\\asl\ccn torespondtot iten

messy processes they entailed, in the studio.

There is a lure to experiencing the unfolding of someone else’s art,
seeing it transform from a thought to a physical thing. It’s a lure similar
to the heady promise of the present tense, a temporal register in which
the writer tracks events, converting the world into text as it happens,
walking the length of sentences to discover how they might end.

My reflections on writing about art that was yet to be created were
nourished by those of Grant Kester. He considers the role of criticism
in relation to now-ubiquitous “dialogical” social art practices, which
are characterised by collaboration, extended duration, simultaneity
of production and reception and a lack of predictability about their
final form. One of his chief concerns, most relevant to mine during
Dharti, is the nature of the conversation between the physical effects
of the work and its abstract appeal. Kester’s argument in favour of a
;nutuallyilluminating dynamic of actual processes and conceptual
irrlaanr]zssi:j Ccsli)cn;st;:c‘fl\i,hh?ri tll)jlélﬁlgtue })ecomes a governing principle
shot mode] of conventional criticislills(ll‘); esen't. Tt?e S_hOt/reVel‘SG-
scenes in which two characterg have COgnlsa. = Som nin
aconversation), based on the

Spatiotempora] gap betwee
oo nthe moment of exhibjtj
) ibitio f
critique, doesn’t apply to the residency, nand thato
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LOVING WITHLANGUAGE

ocs the work begin and when does it end? What are the
¢ of the field within which it operates, and how were they

«When d

lwmmd‘dl'il‘
determined? At the most basic level, can we even agree ;.|:; to \.vh:n
constitutes the object of criticism? “(‘('?II..IK‘(‘ we are (I'r,‘:lllllg", \"Jlljh an
unfolding process, rather than,orin ;|<|.(||| ionto,a rllr;(‘r(:t'rf image,
object, orevent defined by {M limits of space (.lllf) walls of 4 ,’_!’,IH'.‘[':_/) or
dme (the duration of a Iam-im'nmn‘('(,‘ or commission), these questions
become decisive in the analysis of the work.

M

I1I.

What are the modes of engagement possible for a critic during a three-
month tenure of witnessing the synthesis of art?

Artwritingis abroad umbrella, under which criticism huddles. No doubt
there is a smattering of opportunity for publication in niche magazines
and news outlets but atleast in South Asia, the writing itself is often
limited to the reportorial, without a strong evaluative component.
Perhaps that’s because a dedicated reading public is comparatively scant.
Within the art world itself, unprotected by the distance necessary for
assessment, the art writer cannot be a judge and is often an accomplice.
Within this insular sphere, two ready options seem to be: that of a curator
or that of a catalogue contributor. Let us consider them, briefly.

The word “curator” comes from the Latin word meaning “to care”;
ithasan ecclesiastical ancestry, originally signifying a member of
the clergy who tended to souls. In its secular sense, it broadly refers
to aperson who either preserves cultural artefacts or organises
ex}.ubitions, developinga proposition and choosing works that speak
toit. Girish Shahane has argued that contemporary curators, while
powerful in t}}e global market of biennales and blockbuster shows,
hav.e })ecome invested in the non-aesthetic claims of art—moral or
pOllFl(fal, for example—rather than its phenomenal, autonomous
qualltlfas. Often the emphasis on the ideas behind the art revealsa
commitment toideology at the expense of “the sensible,”
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wosle 1o art :m.'!«‘-!l‘.{iun(";tm(‘-,
ne o . y

1 \ ']
G plways aTTracted pRroy .
“ _what has nlway ’ Coyen) \'.-“.v;g,},,;\g\.;l.‘n;,n.,;-_‘,” least in
,“ ‘I ‘.' 4 "‘A'tl ‘ i" '\' '.. 4 - i g . . ’ - > \u
.‘nl,"-!'l!“ ey y ”L'}'l"‘lh':;\*"‘l""ll\in"w"vlnl‘f.llh‘I”( |l,|‘.;“|!!
CYuent iy
thdr "‘CHI'H‘)'.II\!’_

vod vetween artw ork iHlil '1'3!'( I:H(g!'i” the
untranslatable bond, formed '

et ol \'i('\\'i!)ff

This “writing " which he p! iyfully calls “curatorspeal l.lnlrn,,,,r,”!:”
Phis TP in theot (y\‘_(»'nu*;lllft”flf'lllﬂl)félr';Hr}t]!._--v,,,Qg,“_"
declarative statemoent s in e ! lue

inly a sociopolitical function rather than an expressive ong.
arasrmn aso!

K upports Shahane’s thesis when he points out how much
vester supports Shahe : . =

iporary criticism has become absurdly formulaic, furnishin,
\.q-‘n‘\‘n i‘. all .

74
5 d

sort of mathematical “proof™” of what the art is “Suppos.cd" todo, _H
éhzm its actual effects on the viewer.” In Fhe Euro-American Context iy
has been suggested that this has to do with the turn tt?wards CONCeptyy
art. In India, over the past couple of decades and particularly with, the
growth of the art market in the mid-2000s, there has beena tendenc-;- to
:‘lesitimisc” writing on art for a global viewership through obscuranis
text. Usually glimpsed on the walls of galleries, this is the sort of Writing
that Internet generators lampoon.

This brings me to the second choice of role for the critic ina
residency: that of 3 catalogue contributor.

Besides curators, influentia] art writers—this includes critics and
hjstorians~frequently Pen essays for exhibitions ip well-known
galleries and Museums. Having written my share of term papers,
Icanattest to the academic slant thqy invariably creeps into this
a.close cousin of curatorspeak. There is often a

rresorting to a deductive
—meant to revea]

This Manages 5 hat-trick
autonomy, Subordinateg
writer, anq infantiligeg

of pedantry: itrobs the artwork of its
hthe language of the artist to thge of the
the SPectator-reagey seeing the work and
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LOVING WITH LANGUAGE

perhaps cngzamim:wilh the dismur:«" :n'('mm] it. Sure, usually some
explanationis welcome, especially for viewers and readers who may
not be conversant with art history, but ironically, this is accomplished
inalanguage so rooted inits dense, theoretical habitat that it is unable
to be 311t;1|'lcd into awider readership. The language of these essays

is frequently larded with gatekeeping jargon, causing it to congeal
around the art objects and rendering them invisible.

1 reject both these positions, of curator and catalogue essayist.

IV.

I am not a curator—I was neither involved in the selection of

artists nor can I say that I played a noteworthy role in deciding how
the exhibition would be mounted. Jagrut Raval, Khushbu Patel,
Pannaga Jois and Ravi Kumar Chaurasiya are all artists with an astute
understanding of their relationships to the mediums they work with,
as well as the questions they want to ask.

On the opening night of the residency’s Open Studio in Delhi,
someone compared my involvement with the artists-in-residence

to that of an editor. This is a descriptor I am more comfortable with,
given that I have both helped edit an art magazine and, as a writer,
had the good fortune of working with some excellent editors. Over
the course of the three months in which I interacted with the artists
at Dharti, meeting them at least once a week for long and thorough
discussions, I tried to understand their intentions and gave extensive
responses. I suggested tweaks, shared readings and lookings (yes, it
should be a word in our line of work, the consumption of images is
central) and spent a lot of time asking questions and hearing them
out. There are less rewarding aspects to editing that have nothing to
fio withthe people and everything to do with the nature of the craft—
it can seem thankless as one’s labour might be rendered invisible,

effgc?d before the masterpiece (one hopes!) one has contributed to.
This is in no way similar to the “star status” of the curator.

15
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But, ironically, also in this sense, the spirit of what I was doing at
Dharti was close to the way in which Hans Ulrich Obrist talks aboy,
the role of the curator as an enabler." It’s a word that gets pcjorativcly
used these days for those who encourage self-destructive habits, ang
1 facetiously mention this because art can be one too. But since the
Dharti studio was not a den of vice, I'll stick to my original use of the
word, as someone who supports and helps. It’s a quasi-therapeutic
dynamic, in that there is a lot of listening and imagining of what’s

going on in another person’s mind.

Butas muchas I would indulge that metaphor, I also resist it. In

doing so, I reject the abstruse approach of the theoriser. I'm thinking
of Susan Sontag’s eloquent repudiation of the brute interpretive
strategies that Freudian psychoanalysis exemplified: “ as it excavates,
it destroys; it digs ‘behind’ the text, to find a subtext which is the true
one.™ This is akin to the rough handling of the art object, in the way it
masquerades as donnish attention in the catalogue essay that has all
of the curator’s spiel and none of their care. In fact, the conversation
that should be occurring between the artwork and the viewer is now

taking place between the curator/theoriser and critic.

The relationship of love between art and art enthusiast seems to be
missing,

; tr:eatn love notin the sense of naive applause but in the deeper sense of
en '
b al};Jn a?td cfa}re, which does not preclude opinion, even a harsh one
a ' inchi .
,partof love is unﬂmchlng candour and authenticity of response.

need an erotics of gr o

-Sus '
anSontag, Aggingt 1 nterpretation, Part |
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LOVING WITH LANGUAGE

The four artists have distinct practices unbound by any framework,
and 1, choosing to be neither curator nor theoriser, cannot
superimpose one on the exhibition. Thus, I must define for myself
mv task as critic in this specific context, but it mimics the external
conditions I have clucidated before.

The question is twofold:

1. In the absence of a curatorial proposition, what is at stake?
i.e.
Why write?
2. What alternative forms can a critical essay take?
i.e.
How to write?

I ask the first question keeping in mind Geeta Kapur’s essay for the
seminal 1981 exhibition, Place for People." A survey of abstraction
against which the “repressed” strand of narrative Indian art was
staged, Kapur’s piece acquired the status of a manifesto from a
vantage point decades after the moment. Why I bring that specific
show up is also because Kapur too disagreed with being characterised
asa curator, stating that she was part of the exhibiting group, “the
seventh member,” she reiterated ina conversation in August 2018.

But unlike the sense of community and ideological affinity that
spawned that landmark show, a residency space to which strangers
are invited cannot establish relations among participantsinsucha
manner. There is no graph to plot coordinates on; the groundis of a
different texture, and the figures disparate. No uniting force exists to
artificially structure the show. Further, it needn’t be retrofitted with
one to derive meaning like some hermeneutic ninja manoeuvre.

Perhaps testament to its vintage, I returned to Sontag’s notion of

?rotics while making my notes and doing my research. At one level, it
1s compatible with Kester and Shahane’s encouragement to attend to
the artwork qua itself, before launching into language. On another, it
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- sus method for the companionate position | had mkcn
. a felicitous
was a felic

vig-d-vis the artists.

| .« in mind, the programme that T ereated for myself wyg
With thisin m‘ ! ;m phases: the first was the three-mopg, Perio ¢
spread out “"‘]' “m ywhich I witnessed the artists’ Procesgeg ang
the residency “”; ‘ :‘:)ul' months of actually drafting the €s5ays, T,
the second “"‘f ‘ ‘:s developing an approach that woyl allow Mie rr;
Chid-(]];]“tfnflt T\‘tt‘o the artists’ vision but also avoid vcntriloqu Ji3fn %
BEEBE nm]?tlnwl ];1 text that was both record and interprctation, ”‘.f;r‘l:
order to dey ‘ k‘l' ) ansversal line slicing two parallel oneg; ¢, Atise.
to imagine lt.d:“ :C‘mtol._l-eaders. This would allow the €853y to by,
Zl;j]zls;oi:slllllilpc\;f}i)th both parties while retaining its indepen e,

it oht.
piece of writing in its own righ

h dve 3

Ceas;

Love became a vector along which I tried to plot the transversg]

VI.

“(towrite on something is to outmode it.)”s
- Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse, 98

Inthe contempora
objects and words j
intervene, acknow]

Iy scenario, when the connection between art
§ tenuous and unconvincing, how can language
edge the loving gaze and effect the mediation?

Rosalind Krauss, do
(and this Oppositio
this sort of Barthes

yenne of the very tendency Kester opposes
ncanbe a moment of productive agonism), calls
ian move “paraliterary,” [y “simply cannot be

tit cannot for that matter be called not-criticism

cism finds itselfip, 5 dramatic web of many Voices,
IVigationg 1
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one plane with equal importance. Different cntcgorics of u.‘\tq ;nd
images could be excerpted, cited mu} assembled in one pl‘a‘u..l‘ uq
approach let me facilitate conversations bL‘l’\VL.‘CTI various l..CglbL(.l S,
rhetorical flexes and inspirations that were guiding the artists.

[wove into cach essay fragments of conversations, visual and literary
references that had informed their work and images of the work-in-
progress to challenge the top-down strategy of imposing onto finished
\\'o;ks a vocabulary not tailored forit. Over these I tried to spread

a cobweb of philosophical and historical analysis, the material of
criticism, allowing the artworks to catch the light filtered in through
the gossamer, directing the spectator-reader’s gaze.

Thus, the Dharti essays were representational in that they indexed the
actual artistic process leading to the works—the conversations and

labour—while exceeding the limits of the representational to become
commentaries on the works themselves. In this sense, the essays were

both mimetic and hermeneutic: a translation of the exhibition as well
asits exegesis.

While on the topic of translation, I find that much of my work
consists of “translating” from one medium to another. The former is
variable (paintings, photographs, sculptures, videos etc., all of which
were part of the Dharti exhibition) but the latter is always the same:
language. The zine aesthetic offered a more “expanded field” for

language: annotated, highlighted excerpts, photographs, screenshots
of websites, diagrams and scribbles, bits of verse and prose opened
up the essay to multimedial, cross-genre possibilities, retaining
substantive density while leavening language.

Inrelation to this, a category of poetics that I found particularly useful

was that of ekphrasis, usually defined as “verbal representation of a

visual representation.”® It is an ancient element in art writing, since

description is so central to the act. Through these essays, I attempted
totest the limits of what ekphrasis could do as g function of critical

practice, and discovering its ambivalent, intermedial potential to
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VII.

Sontag's plea for erotics is realised il? Barthfes’ I;g)l;?mic trca” o _
plot of love. Its fragmentary, lo?sgef sme}\;vy 01;I Sugﬁe?ﬁﬁaﬁ it
possible to do witha work of criticism that collapses the differey,.
hetween the surface and the core—between text and subtext.

The meanings are not hidden underneath a layer but darkened by
shadows; critical language then becomes light, a benign techng|,
of knowledge, not a spade or pickaxe, some violent instrument.
Formand content become deliciously inextricable in A Lover’s

Discourse, making it a program for critical writing that is enduring—
conceptually dense and light as poetry.

ov
,
)

“Lam both too big and too weak forwriting, Iam alongside it.™
- Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse, 98

VIILI.

L 7 g

T'he Paintingseye pe
no language,ms
-Jeanette

rfectly at eqse, | had fallen in love and I had

Winterson, oy Objects

During the reside
((Art ObjeCtS,”

read togethey Jeane
thing (res iy, L

The title jg 5 Punon the qyg]

atln) and ObJeCt~“as

tte Winterson’s essay
meaning of object-as-
"0 Oppose.” In the first sense,
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Winterson conceives of “the art object as an art process, the thing in
being.” Closer to the commonly understood meaning of in medias
res, this gives us the possibility of regarding viewing as a productive
interruption—a way of catching the artist in the act, the exhibition as
amoment in an ongoing process.

The final exhibition mounted at the Serendipity Festival show is the
culmination of a period of many months of work during the residency,
and follows years of thinking and making before it. In the second
sense, Winterson imagines how art objects to the viewer as she
unpacks the experience of being amidst artworks—in medias res as
literally being “in the middle of things.” Art resists the determinism of
an evolutionary theory of life, it “objects to the lie against life, against
the spirit” and in that sense, she states, it is like love. We may not live

for the purpose of appreciating beauty but, as with falling in love, it
makes life worth living.

This thought encapsulates the critical approach to the final
exhibition. Itis the rhyming of art with love that makes aesthetic
objects meaningful, even when we don’t quite understand them.

Being affected by the artworks and coaxing them to speak for
themselves has an erotic charge.

The critical task is to witness the conversation between the spectator

and the works as they reveal themselves to each other. Of this, the
essay is the record.

But the adventure is finally the viewer’s—intimate and
transformative.
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