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to the theatre, the concept involved tell-
ing the same story from many different 
angles: deleting a scene here, cutting out 
a character there, reordering the sequence 
of events – always provided that the new 
logic could be defended. 

All together, the result was an ex-
tremely rigorous and effective mental exer-
cise of a kind that young Egyptian theatre 
professionals are not used to. And, as Abir 
Ali points out, it is important to remember 
that the text comes from a strongly capi-
talist world and had to be transposed to a 
developing country. In all, the workshop 
 offered a set of strategies designed to appre-
hend the ideas of the “other”: to understand 
and accept them, but without following 
them blindly. Next October, Abir Ali will 
 direct a performance of Lukas Bärfuss’s The 
Bus with a group of new participants. Mem-
bers of the previous workshop will play the 
assistants, and the director will work along-
side scenographer Frieda Schneider. Marco 
Cantalupo will also be invited to lead a 
 choreography workshop.

The most important aspect of these 
two workshops is their modular structure. 
The various sessions in dramatic art and 
writing fit together to create an education 
in breadth and depth for young theatre 
 professionals from Egypt. On the Swiss 
side, participants also benefited from the 
exchange: not least through access to 
new  audiences thanks to the translation of 
French and German works into Arabic, and 
through the opportunity to engage with 
Egyptian artists.

 
Menha el Batraoui (b. 1946) is theatre critic of 
the Egyptian French-language weekly Al Ahram 
Hebdo, and writes on architecture and interior 
design for the magazine El Beit (The Home). 
She also works as a translator and interpreter. 
 
Translated from the French by Geoffrey 
 Spearing

LOCAL T IME

By Rosalyn D’Mello – The sun had already 
sunk into the Arabian Sea as we marched 
through the bylanes of Chuim, a historic 
village ensconced in the throbbing heart of 
the Mumbai suburb of Bandra. We had 
journeyed from Colaba, the city’s southern 
end, in a private bus through peak traffic, 
soaking in the chaotic sights, feasting on 
the frenetic pace of life in India’s financial 
capital. We had come together from around 
the world for the three-day opening confer-
ence of Draft – International Network for 
Research and Practice in Public Art. 

Spearheaded by Gitanjali Dang, the 
founder of Khanabadosh, an itinerant arts 
incubator based in Mumbai, and Christoph 
Schenker, a professor and the head of the 
Institute for Contemporary Art Research 
(IFCAR) at the Zurich University of the Arts 
(ZHdK), Draft was envisaged as a year-long 
undertaking bringing together art collec-
tives anchored in nine cities around the 
world: Cairo, Cape Town, Hamburg, Hong 
Kong, Mexico City, Mumbai, Shanghai, 
St. Petersburg and Zurich. Ultimately each 
of the collectives would undertake projects 
in their individual cities: through workshop 
scenarios, and with a constellation of col-
laborators, including curators and interdis-
ciplinary practitioners. The opening con-
ference in Mumbai aimed to collectively 
explore how contemporary art can initiate 
and contribute to discursive practices about 
the public sphere and the imaginative con-
struct of the city. 

When we reached our destination, the 
terrace adjoining the studio belonging to 
the multimedia artist collective CAMP, the 
sky was relatively overcast. As the evening 
grew more intoxicating, the laptop serving 
as the console became the site upon which 

the politics of home and belonging was 
played. A common passion for art may 
have united us during the last two ses-
sion-driven days, but in the thick of this 
pre-monsoon party, the specificities of 
what each city-based artist collective could 
and would groove to was the source of 
much passive-aggressive contention, until 
Shaina Anand, CAMP’s co-founder, slipped 
in “Choli Ke Peeche” (“What Is Beneath 
Your Blouse”), a 1990s Bollywood cult song 
that translated itself cross-culturally. For 
eight minutes everyone danced in the same 
language. 

Merging art and activism
For such a diverse assembly of artist-run 
collectives, that priceless moment of effu-
sive connection fortified the cohesive spirit 
that marked the proceedings of Day Three, 
which had the same structure of clusters 
of city-based presentations as the first two 
days. “How radical can contemporary art 
be?” was the overarching question posed by 
Dang in her inaugural address on Day One. 
It was addressed by each of the participants 
across the three days, inciting further in-
vestigations into the relevance of an art 
practice embedded in the structure of the 
collective, and of artists partnering to cre-
ate works poised as mindful interventions 
within the socio-political environments 
and personal histories of the nine “creative 
cities” selected as sites for discussion. 

“Draft is interested in making in-
roads,” said Dang. “One such inroad was a 
deeper and more diverse understanding of 
the place of art in socio-political discourses 
across vastly dissimilar, and yet somehow 
similar, contexts.” In this way the confer-
ence was a meeting ground for the artist 

Public Art  
in Global Dialogue 

NEW DELHI

 

Draft, a year-long exchange project that examines art in  
the public sphere, was launched with an international conference  

in Mumbai this past June.
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collectives in the nine cities. Architects and 
urbanists Prasad Shetty and Rupali Gupte, 
for example, believe that “the urban realm 
is incoherent, unbound, unstable and gets 
worked out through multiple and messy 
logics.” From mapping cities to compre-
hending their problems to conceiving of 
corrective interventions, their practice in-
cludes drawings, mixed-media works, writ-
ing, teaching, walks and conversations. On 
the other hand Chto Delat, the St. Peters-
burg-based collective of artists, critics, phi-
losophers, and writers founded in 2003, 
sees itself as “a self-organized platform for 
a variety of cultural activities intent on po-
liticizing ‘knowledge production’ through 
redefinitions of an engaged autonomy for 
cultural practice today.” Through many 
projects, campaigns, and their well-circu-
lated Russian-English newspaper What is 
to be Done, they have been doing precisely 
that: merging political theory, art, and 
 activism. 

Mobilizing creative energies
An investigation into the continuing con-
sequences of colonialism in artistic practice 
was another preoccupation among partic-
ipating artists, enunciated poetically by 

Hong Kong-based sound artist Samson 
Young in his presentation on orchestra 
making as a community-based practice and 
his involvement with its documentation. 
“What does it mean to reproduce the insti-
tutions of classical music outside of the 
West today? What does it mean for an Asian 
composer to write an ‘opera,’ a ‘symphony,’ 
or a ‘bagatelle’? How does one gain admis-
sion into this very specific history of mu-
sic-making, and at what price?” Young asks. 
The overemphasis on the urban was under-
cut by Indian journalist P. Sainath’s key-
note address on the tragic decline of the 
rural in India and the traditional livelihoods 
it helped sustain that were integral to the 
ecosystem. This is something he hopes to 
counteract through his initiative, The Peo-
ple’s Archive of Rural India, which he calls 
“a living journal, a breathing archive” of 
“the everyday lives of everyday people.” 

Though not “about” the city, Draft, ac-
cording to Dang and Schenker, was meant 
to “mobilize this complicated ecosystem 
as a springboard for thinking through an 
infinite spectrum of artistic and philo-
sophical concerns including history, ur-
banism, and political agency.” As the con-
ference reached its close, the focus fell on 

its  primary motive: moving from creative 
interaction to the site-sensitive creation 
of collaborative artworks to be realized 
by mid-2016, when the participants are 
scheduled to reconvene in Zurich. How 
this was going to be achieved was the 
source of much debate – but that was pre-
sumably the idea behind the conference’s 
aptly-chosen title. “Draft” emphasizes the 
tentativeness of artistic ideas and their 
myriad open-ended possibilities, as they 
help create a cross-pollinated work of art 
which is the  result of a profound collabora-
tion over a concentrated expanse of time.

 
www.connectingspaces.ch  
 
Rosalyn D’Mello is a New Delhi-based independ-
ent writer and former editor-in-chief of 
BLOUIN ARTINFO India. Her forthcoming 
work of non-fiction, A Handbook For My Lover, 
is being published in India by Harper Collins.

LOCAL T IME

Draft’s opening conference: artist collectives from nine cities around the world met in Mumbai to launch a year-long exchange project.
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