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On Drafting Dissent
b y  A n d r e a  F e r n a n d e s

R e p o r t

In the recent past, creative 
acts in the city like the 
proposed 190 feet memorial 
of  Shivaji in the sea or the 
Bollywood street art project 
have created a debate on 
whether innovative forms of  
public art, whether officially 
sanctioned or not, only 
rely on the human need to 
preserve memory or if  there 
is a deeper understanding 
behind them that influences 
human behavior.

In an attempt to further this 
discussion, Khanabadosh, 
founded by Gitanjali Dang, 
Mumbai, and Institute for 
Contemporary Art Research 
(IFCAR), established in 2005 
to promote artistic research 
at Zurich University of  
the Arts (ZHdK), Zurich, 
presented Draft: A year-
long undertaking, the 
interdisciplinary project 
opened with a three-day 
conference at Studio 

X, run by the Graduate 
School of  Architecture, 
Planning and Preservation 
of  Columbia University, in 
Mumbai with an eclectic 
amalgam of  artists, curators, 
anthropologists and 
urbanists amongst other 
specialised experts, from 
Mumbai, Cairo, Cape Town, 
Hamburg, Hong Kong, 
Mexico City, Shanghai, St. 
Petersburg and Zurich.

During this conference, 
speakers were invited to 
discuss political realities, 
design possibilities and social 
concerns for shaping viable 
artistic futures in different 
local contexts.

In his opening speech, 
Christoph Schenker, the 
head of  IFCAR, set the 
direction of  the conversation 
by posing the question, 

“How does art conceive or 
‘draft’ human behavior in the 
face of  existence?”

Over the three days, each 
panel organically began to 
respond to this question. 
One of  the core themes 
that emerged was the use 
of  public art as a means 
to dissent authority and as 
a disruption of  the public 
sphere with the intent of  
promoting social change. 

Cuauhtémoc Medina, 
an art critic and curator 
from Mexico, in his talk, 
investigated monuments and 
non-state sanctioned public 
art in their past contexts and 
the intentions and meanings 
hidden beyond what is 
verbalised. He then unveiled 
the creative strategies that 
were used in the creation of  
public art clearly as political 
rebellion.

A striking example 
is the unauthorized structure 
of  the symbol 43+ that 
was erected in the public 
sphere amongst other state 
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sanctioned memorials – “not 
to serve as a memorial...
but as a claim to the future 
of  the inability of  the 
government to find the 
43 students and the thirty 
thousand other missing 
people that disappeared only 
in the last year”. It promises 
to be removed as soon as 
the disappearances are 
cleared. This approach can 
be valuable as it provides us 
with a deeper understanding 
of  the unequal power 
relations in Mexico and of  
the subtle ways in which 
public art can be deployed to 
challenge authority.

This is not to say that 
institutionalisation of  art is 
in itself  negative, but rather 
it is the institutions’ refusal to 
endorse alternative practices 
that reflect the concerns 
of  the people. The St. 
Petersburg panel spoke about 
their promising planned 
experimental space that aims 
to fill such a gap.

Samson Young, a sound 
artist and composer from 
Hong Kong, went on to 
exhibit how these gaps can 
be filled. He introduced us 

to the popularity of  non-
state funded community 

‘orchestras’ in Hong Kong 
and juxtaposed it with the 
systematic exclusion of  local 
people in the philharmonic 
orchestra.

Young created the Hong 
Kong Kai Fong Orchestra, 
which actively redefines the 
orchestra by appropriating 
the structure but creating 
their own musical 
instruments and writing 
their own music. This civil 
disobedience or creative 
misreading of  the dominant 
form of  the orchestra 
explores how Young’s 
orchestra resists the values of  
capital ownership by creating 
a space for itself  to flourish. 
 
P Sainath, a journalist 
from Mumbai, continued 
this conversation about re-
evaluating European 
ideas to a local context by 
demystifying the accepted 
Western claim of  the 
inevitability of  the urban. He 
reminds us that Europeans 
migrated to various white 
settlements across the world 
and settled as farmers, which 

in turn pushed up wages at 
home. Indians do not have 
these options and thus, need 
to reexamine the course of  
urbanisation we are on so 
as to not get trapped in the 
nature of  neo – liberalist 
transformations where “the 
ugliest get bolstered and 
the beauty dies”. “We are 
already experiencing this 
in the form of  artisan 
schools dying while the Khap 
Panchayats are blossoming.”.

On the subject of  re-
examining history, Riason 
Naidoo, from Cape Town 
who was recently appointed 
as the director of  the South 
African National Gallery 
talked about his process 
of  revising a century of  
predominantly colonial 
narrative of  South African 
art. Beginning from the 
notion that history is made 
by victors, Naidoo discussed 
the decision to redefine 
the previous archive, to be 
representative of  the account 
of  the people of  South 
Africa, as a device to reclaim 
South African history. The 
resulting exhibition echoed 
the creative journey of  

Critic-curator Gitanjali Dang, 'Draft', Mumbai 

shivanichandra
Typewritten Text
Copyright of TAKE on art magazine. Published in TAKE - Studio (July - December 2015)



092 093T A K E  O N  I N D I A I s s u e  2 ,  Vo l u m e  1 ,  J u l y - D e c e m b e r,  2 0 1 5092 T A K E  O N  I N D I A I s s u e  2 ,  Vo l u m e  1 ,  J u l y - D e c e m b e r,  2 0 1 5093

South African artists through 
the ages without effacing 
its colonial past. Thus, 
suggesting that people need 
to see the reality of  their 
histories reflected in art, in 
order to engage with it. 
 
Rupali Gupte, an architect 
from Mumbai, echoed 
this thought in her talk 
about her work with 
fellow urbanist, Prasad 
Shetty, that researches the 
different negotiations the 
city makes that often go 
beyond the logic of  capital 
or convention.  And so in 
order to visualise the future 
of  the city one needs to look 
at cities as incrementally 
settling through new 
forms of  social contracts. 
Acknowledging the potential 
of  these local imaginative 
deal-making and using them 
to create transactional art 
objects may be the bridge 
that allows art to contribute 
to innovative business models 
that rely on current public 
experience rather than on 
utopian futuristic projections. 
 
The importance of  relying 
on the physicality of  
both information and 
participation surfaced a few 
times during discussions over 
the three days including the 
use of  art as propaganda 
within authoritarian 
regimes combined with 

state censorship imposing 
a suppression of  dissent. 
Contrary to the nostalgic and 
repressive banality we have 
come to expect from public 
art in Mumbai, the recent 
vandalism of  Anish Kapoor’s 
Dirty Corner in Versailles begs 
the question of  whether the 
state is now attempting to 
tame dissent by sponsoring 
subversion.  

Which brings us back to 
Schenker’s question about 
how art can influence 
behaviour in the face of  
various socio-political 
scenarios? 

It is clear that the public 
sphere is being used by 
the authorities to regulate, 
influence and control public 
behaviour and in order 
to ‘conceive’ or to ‘draft’ a 
change in this behaviour 
or compel the authority to 
make important decisions, 
we must critically determine 
the form in which the 
communication between 
structures in the public 
sphere and the public takes 
place.   
 
This year-long project had a 
promising start where several 
speakers presented their 
perspective of  public art as 
a weapon of  dissent: helping 
us to look at strategies used 
in different local contexts. 
They proposed, for their own 

projects, moderate reforms 
to radical changes and as 
the project progresses, we 
will know if  their results will 
be equally long lasting and 
revolutionary. 
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