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Nov.19 1994
A rainy afternoon in Madras City, India

S. Chandrasekaran, Sculptor/painter of Singapore, presently
working at Lalit Kala Academy Studio in Madras on his
research project about Iconic Art is entering into a dialogue
with Indran, the art-critic and poet of South India, Tamil
Nadu on man, medium, message, modernity and muyth.

Chandrasekaran : What a wet day, Indran. It is nice
to see you here amidst my works today.

Indran : Yes......... Meeting an artist along with his works
is a pleasant experience. After all works are the passport
of an artist,

Chandrasekaran : | am quite excited to be in Indian
soil where my forefathers have lived. | enjoy looking at
great monuments like Madurai Meenakshi Amman temple
and highly creative art works at Rameshwaram. They make
me wonder where all these craftsmen’s works stand in
today’s world.

Indran : Here, the past has been taken into present without
any adoptional-breakdown. This makes India today. You
can see the age-old customs and traditions are still alive
here. Inspite of the evil effects, caste system is still alive.
| feel Indians are passing through an interesting age...
On my way here, the fraffic signals were glowing in red,
orange and green. When | saw them, it reminded me
of the three eyes of Shiva, the Hindu mythology speaks
about.

Chandrasekaran : It is interesting.......... Well.......... you have
told about art, symbols, signs and society. Today each
individual is presenting different symbols. We should emphasis
the role of artist in the society. In the past, symbols were
created collectively, now symbols have grown very
individualistic. Here, | am interested in creating individual
symbols that connect the society with a language and
message.

Indran : Of course..... Your individual psychological script
plays a magjor role in creating symbols of your own. But
the individualism in a tribal society was very much lacking
what we call personal identity today. Although you create




the symbols and icons in your own way they get a meaning
and message only with reference to their relationship with
the set patterns of the symbols already existing. Structure
of the society- not only of the present age but also
of the past- is having a bearing upon your iconic art,
Archetypal elements in you also dictate the choice of
the form, colour, texture, meaning and message of your
icons.

Can vyou tell me whether your training under the masters
of Mahabalipuram College of Traditional arts have a
bearing upon your symbols which you call individual

Chandrasekaran . Yes. The training have a bearing upon
my works in an aesthetics level. But not in grammar level.

Aesthetic levels of Indian craftsmanship are very explicit.
It triggered me to look into symbolic archetypal context.
Here, | am defining the past and the present symbols
in relation to the society. For example, the works done
by the traditional craftsmen were purely based on religious
connotation. For myself, | am looking for the modern
connotations of the society.

Indran : The very idea of compartmentalizing art and
craft as two different entities itself irritates me. As far
as India is concerned, the craft tradition is the art tradition.
The dichotomy of thinking art and craff came into India
only with the advent of British rule. When the School
of Arts & Crafts were established by the British, the idea
of placing art and craft in binary opposition came into
and British called all Indian Tradition of art as crafts and
Western tradition as Art. In my opinion Western tradition
is also another craft. | think just fo decolonise our mind,
we should get away from the dichotomy of thinking art
and craft as two different things.

Chandrasekaran: Although | use the word art and craft,
deep down within me | don’t believe in the difference.
My choice of getting trained at Mahabalipuram is itself
a proof of that

Firstly, | like to mention about my understanding of iconic
forms from the ftraditional angle. | began by breaking
them from Three dimensional to Two dimensional images.
In Indian art, the measurements have relationship with

the divine forms while the Westerners use the human body
as measurement. For example, the higher in number is
the higher in divine power. So, this influence came into
my work. The painting ftitled, “Follow me”; represent the
statue of the politicians seen in Madras city which are
erected on high pedestals. Here, they are big in relation
to the size of the real man with suggestive gestures.
Compositionwise, there is @ change. in space in relation
to architecture, in relation to the Hindu temple. From the
main hall to middle and to. the inner sanctuary. For
example, in my works fitled “Murti”, the same composition
is maintained. '

Indran : In connection with this, | want to tell you that
the ftraditional sculptors and painters of Tamilnadu have
kept their creativity alive, inspite of strict grammar imposed
on them. If you take a work of a relief sculpture of
Kailasanathar temple at Kanchipuram, relating to
Narasimaha Avatar, you can see a dramatic scene of
their wrestling. According to Hindu mythology Narasimaha,
the lion-headed god, is not supposed to use any weapons.
So, all sculptures in India depict him in the same style
of tearing the stomach of the asura with his nail. But,
the sculptors of Kanchipuram have managed to create
a new form inspite of strict supervision of priesthood and
kingdom. The Pallava Kings were lovers of wrestling. Here,
the sculpture shows the asura trying to attack Narasimaha
in his groin. At the same. moment he is trying to cut
him with his sword. Narasimmaha with his many hands
defeats everything and already he has hit the demon

on his groin. It is very much outstanding emotional work
of the religion.

Chandrasekaran : In my childhood, | have seen my
grandfather building pooja rooms for the deities. Also, under
the persuasion of my parents we were following the rituals
of a pooja without questioning the process. Seeing all
these, it has triggered me fo quesflon my role ‘as an
artist in the society.

Indran : So, | suppose you have a s‘rrong porem‘ ego”
which inspires you to go for Ioomc art.:

Chandrasekaran : Yes. In Chnshon and BUdthST Iconic
art, | find the images are .very docsle Ilke The crucmed
Christ and medn‘o‘rmg Buddhc :







Indran : Buddhism is also an Indian religion and the early
Buddhist art at Ajanta and Ellora were influenced by Indian
art. Indians were interested in mixing the opposite forces
together. For example in Ardhanariswara, male and female
and in Ganesha, the elephant and man are united.

Chandrasekaran : Yes, the aesthetics of the Indian are
great and it inspired me to work wiTh'The lcon for the
present day. P : [ ;

indran : But you have jfold me pr,eViCQsly that you want
to release your works from the religious connotations. Why
it is so? Dont we need a Treligion?.

Chandrasekaran : Religion and art are two different paths.
| have to identify the path. | am not- a saint to preach
Hinduism and not 'a yogi to talk about yoga. | am just
a simple person who wants to know the role of icons
today. The question | want to ask now is, How can |
utilize the symbolic connotation in the present moments.
Regarding the first phase of my works, titled, “lcons”,
based .on lines, composition and. images found. in the
icons,. To be frank, | am in the process of making Icons
and also my training at Mahabalipuram makes me to
understand the role of the artist in society in a different
perspective. Through' analytical process, | am not putting
any issues here. But, trying to build a language for icons.

Indran : But with reference to Tamilnadu, devotion to
God played an important role in art and literature. Buf
for Bhakti movement, the Tamil literature and art would
not have flourished. When we call Latin as the language
of Law, English as the language of commerce. | will call
Tamil as the language of devotion.

Chandrasekaran : Religion is part of my life. It emphasis
what are the rituals to be done. The ‘Sacrifice, the role
of the women in the society, etc. are all based on a
caste structure power society.

Indran : Beyond: colour, space, plastic forms, medium it
seems, you want to achieve something. | guess. Here,
| want to know whether you operate with pure aesthetic
intention or with a social purpose. All along you have
been talking about man, myth and tradition, religion, etc.
Now, please make me clear whether you want to influence
the individual man or social man.

Chandrasekaran : | understood, you are asking me were
I 'am heading for. | think | need both. | need an aesthetic
language to communicate with the society. | am going
through an aesthetics phase to discuss. what the icons
for. | will give an example for it. Let us take the subject
of AIDS. Instead of justifying it, you may unjustify the whole
issue if it is based on an emotional ground. So, the social
issues should be communicated with a structured aesthetic
language in relation to the social values. So, here, | need
po’rh the social and aesthetic values to actualize my true
intuitions. While, | am engaged in myth making, | need
specific tools to make a myth. In modemn society, you
need modern tools. Now, | am learning my tools. | am
correcting my tools.

Indran : So, | think you are very much Indian in your
approach. in India art without content is a fraud. As
per the ancient aesthetician of Tamil, Tholkappiar,

“Qupd et GomBlwimed eNplig mieusven’’

means, with to rhythmic language one should expres only
Q profound message. You are always trying in the same
!lne. Even though your icons are created from your dream
images they are ultimately coming to the present society,
Though an eagle is flying in the sky, it has to come
'ro. the earth to lay its eggs. You operate like this. You
said that you are preparing your tools. It is a nice thing,
becguse man is an ever learning animal. When you are
working on your icons, the collective unconscious handled
over past ages come and settle on your works. When

this is happening, | am afraid your works may fail to
serve as modern icons.

If past should not be allowed to victimize the present,
we need to redefine it to the present day. If you take
fhe example of sacrificing animals it is not suitable for
the present thought. So, now the Tamils started sacrificing
terrecoata horses and pumpkins in the place of real animals.
It should get modified to our time.

Qhandrasekarcn : Here, | want to differ from you. The
idea of sacrificing animals are with an intention of helping
them to get a better rebirth, according to Hindu belief.
But, this act have been over simplified such as you
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