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mirror, mirror on the wall ...

JACQUES RANGASAMY

hen in his autobiography, de Gaulle referred admiringly to the great
Senegalese poet and statesman, Leopold Senghor as "ce Francsis noir..,"
this black Frenchman, in gratitude for his war effort and unstinting support
for France, De Gaulle was praising patriotism that was as authentic as his
own. But he was also confirming a latent and deeper expectation, that
exposure to French Culture converts irresistibly the black man, whatever
his inherent stock, to De Gaulle’s own unshakeable faith in the @randeur of
France.CThis expectation reveals the cultural narcissism at the very heart
of eurocentricity. Indeed, it turns the @therCinto the fabled mirror on the
wall: a constant source, willing or otherwise, of assurances and
reassurances. @therness,@n that context, is constructed from deep-seated
desires and aversions rooted in the core of the European psyche.

Europe laid down the rules for shaping its world, and the world shaped up
accordingly. Eurocentricism and ©thernessGormed the poles of a magnetic
field that attracted the existential experiences that were eventually
converted into narratives and explanatory discourses on glorious pasts and
supremacist destinies. Europe and ©thernessCbecame processes in their
respective histories. In some centres of Europe, that condition somewhat
limited the expectation of progress achievable by the Black World to an
assemblage of redeeming, sometimes heroic, initiatives designed to
compensate for an essentially incurable incompleteness. The self of the
©ther€bhecomes defined by frames of references that excludes the legacy
of his forebears and the legitimate experiences of his evolving being: his
gods are disbanded, his mythologies reduced to superstitions of little value
and consequences. His place in history came with his fathersCaffiliation to
Eurocentric spheres of influence, a fact that determines his entitlement to
social and economic justice, as well as the regard he receives, to this day.

Cultural assimilation and accommodation are met with subtle resistance
that is rooted in the deepest religious strata of the collective
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consciousness. The light of reason seldom penetrates the thick fog of guilt
and taboos enshrouding the issues of cultural assimilation, and the
reluctance to confront effectively the attendant political and social problems
seems institutionalised. Meanwhile, related debates remains haunted by
visions of rivers of blood that History never substantiated, and such
eminent absurdities as the choice of cricket loyalty as yardstick for
patriotism.

Assimilation nearly always requires a total immersion and dissolution into
the host® history and culture. However, individual experiences of cultural
adjustment seldom confirm large theories of acculturation. This is
increasingly evident as sore issues of race, of social and cultural inequality
continue to be de-politicised, as part of the strategic subordination of
cultural life to corporate capitalism. Individual travail of cultural adjustment
is unrelieved by either media focusing on isolated black success, or the
steady stream of revendication literature and the pride in blackness. These
have for effect to suck moral energy out of traditional militancy. Popular
media has evolved an assortment of insidious devices to decontextualise
©thernessCand package it as a disposable item for the political agenda of
someone, somewhere. Therefore, each generation evolves its sets of
techniques for survival suited to the sociopolitical requirements of its time
and the peculiarities of individual situations. The range possibilities fitting
the aptitudes and ingenuity of @e other@re underlined by two fundamental
motivations. The first is reactive and ranges from the pursuit of arrogant
riches to the lonely refuge into theoretical stratosphere. The second
consists of short-cuts to acceptance, as Michael Jackson® discoloration
and other rituals of impotence exemplify.

The search for one® authentic, lost, suppressed or imagined being takes
its most interesting turn in the realm of creativity. The sense of self
emergent from the creative act does not culminate from, but rather initiates
the framework for understanding the evolving human condition and the
accompanying shift in cultural hues, like the colours of the day unfolding.
People in such creative positions often need new views and perspectives,
broader perceptions, and more importantly, the steady supply of the moral
resources needed to process affirmative or debilitating existential
experiences generated by the enterprise of acculturation. Their creative
spaces often have to be hacked within the profuse undergrowth of
contemporary cultural ideas, attitudes and histories. They need to be born
anew to their time and endowed with the special resilience that operating in
the overlapping areas between cultures requires inevitably. This essay
explores the work of two such people, sculptors who elected to work in
such a cultural and creative space, Avtarjeet Dhanjal and Juginder Lamba.
In the process, it explores the special use they made of sculpture and its
ability to explore the human condition and express what is often
inexpressible in other media.

Both Dhanjal and Lamba discovered a salutary dimension to sculpture in
their search for the human spirit, namely that Sculpture can provide the
expressive means as well as the philosophical matrix for the transformative
processes that lead to one® authentic creative and human self. An analogy
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with the Christian ritual of Mass may help us to clarify that special attribute
of sculpture. Indeed, Mass may incorporate and represent historic,
magical, theological and updated liturgical principles, it can assume an
independent institutional structure, it can be owned and used effectively as
an instrument of communication and for instilling and policing communal
coherence. Independently of the foregoing, however, mass also sows
guiding principles in the psychic lives of church affiliates. Likewise,
sculpture operates at superficial and deeper levels of consciousness
simultaneously: sculptural objects reflect ideas, images and sensations
proper to their time; the condition of sculpture nevertheless articulates a
deeper discourse that underlines the Condition of Humanity itself. Like
Mass, the making and experiencing of sculpture contains a ritual dimension
that is universal and atavistic, and transcends the local and the personal.
For our purpose, it is important to recall that sculpture translated
choreographed and magical gestures of ritual dance into icons, gave us
perhaps the first plastic means of self-expression. Sculpture embodied
myths in order to establish the earliest patterns of workable connections
between individuals, communities and their environment, a function that
works of contemporary sculptors like Dhanjal and Lamba, keep alive.

Dhanjal and Lamba® work carry an important atavistic dimension that is
now virtually obsolescent in most sculpture forms and that is the role
played by Touch. In archaic and so-called primitive sculpture, the sense of
touch conveys a more intense experience of the world than in our own
sensory-impoverished time. For such people, hands are tactual
accessories for social intercourse, for offering comfort and healing, for
confirming or expressing deep instinctual feelings in ways that are more
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eloquent and effective than words, for evolving survival skills and dexterity,
and of course, for experiencing sculpture. Much of Dhanjal and Lamba®
work are intensely sensitive to touch.

Dhanjal and Lamba like others who work in the overlapping areas between
cultural spheres, have an added dimension to their creativity, that is, they
have to negotiate their sense of belonging with their time and the burden of
historical legacies befitting their situation. The humanity they claim
affiliation to is not circumscribed by dates and frontiers, they seek a
deeper, more atavistic and universal pulse.

This presents challenges in the critical endeavour to contextualise their
work. However, being sculptors, they enjoy a peculiarity in the condition of
modernist sculpture, one that is situated within a larger historical
perspective, and on which we need to dwell awhile. Whereas many
painters, working in the latter part of lath Century France particularly, were
involved closely, alongside literature, in prevailing sociopolitical and
philosophical discourses, ideals and issues, sculpture retreated into an
aesthetic conservatism, and derived a sterile self-sufficiency from a
mythical Greco-Roman ancestry. Disengaged from the politics of culture of
its time, Neoclassical sculpture lost out on the sense of kinship that writers
gave painters, and on the consequent scholarly and critical support they
gave to painting. Distinguished poets and philosophers wrote illuminatingly
on contemporaneous painting, but much less on sculpture, ensuring a
theoretically secure foundation for painters, one that still supports the
practice of many to this day. The comparative©lack of critical support
compelled sculptors, as the centuries overlapped, to rely on their single-
mindedness and pioneering individualism to update and revolutionise
sculptural practices and content, technigue and media, and evolve the
fluency and inventiveness of language required to reflect and express their
time effectively. Sculptors reconciled their destinies and individualism anew
to their metier. They sought inspiration and @rimordial energies in the
sculptural legacies of ancient Egypt, in objects plundered from Africa and
Oceania, and, as a result, infused European sculpture with a vital lease of
life. This awesome fertilisation of the European plastic imagination by non-
European sculpture mobilised large curiosities but proportionately less
investigative and explanatory scholarship, adding precious little to the
theoretical fortunes of the subject.

Sculptural strength and vitality were sought for in elements of creative
individualism, perhaps more so than that of other media. One inevitable
consequence of the intense focusing on creative individualism is an
expectation of absolute originality, which remains to this day the prime
requirement for any sculptor to qualify as a serious contributor to his art.
The derivative and the deja-vu in sculpture invite relegation to an inferior
league, more mercilessly so than in painting: the cross-referential
borrowing and periodic revisionism that spice up the history of painting
remain unaffordable indulgences for sculptors. Tied up with this
expectation of individualism is a stress on personalisation. Indeed, the
sexuality of Rodin, the working-class provenance of Moore, the rural
Romanian origin of Brancusi, the rugged Americanism of David Smith, the
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Indian origin of Kapoor have all been assimilated in the critical texture of
their work, in the same way that an aura of dark atavism was perceived
around African and Oceanic masks and sculptures. The modern sculptor
can thus claim to be the major context of his work, with human types as a
welcome source of themes and variations. From that feature of modern
sculpture, the contextual accommodation for the children of other gods,
such as Dhanjal and Lamba can be negotiated.

vtarjeet Dhanjal

Just as trees imprint their genetic images in their seeds, a sculptural
tradition as mature and spiritually rich as India® impresses itself indelibly
on the skills, visions, and perceptual values of the children it scatters
across the world. These children inevitably draw nourishment from the host
soil they land on; but if they remain true to their creative and moral nature,
they become players in the drama of overlapping ecologies of feelings. It is
an edifying, if at times difficult cultural position. The psychic shock incurred
from displacement and also from crashing through the many social,
economic and cultural barriers that crisscross the western cultural
landscape, the tradition they carry in their deepest consciousness begins to
implode. As habits, preferences, affectations and the other accessories of
the creative personality are challenged and shelved selectively; new
expressive forms are tried and tested. The memory of the mother culture
and its sculptural tradition are reduced to a condition of the Heart, a seed
form stored in the core of being, awaiting the appropriate circumstances for
regermination. There, it dwells in another time dimension, that of myths.

Dhanjal was born in a village where creativity was abundant, and where
thrived a profuse industry of folk paintings, shrine furniture, devotional
images and texts. But the making of art and craft was first and foremost a
devotional gesture that, together with the ancient ways of doing things,
formed part of a collective, ritualistic response of Life itself. The traditional
mentality, values and concepts of Art, Dhanjal knew, were different from
those he would discover prevailing in the West. Dhanjal imbibed his
father®@ skills in carpentry, and learnt to make sign paintings and
commemorative effigies by observing other village craftsmen. He read
voraciously. A book on Modern French Painting that came to him one day
disclosed dimensions to Art that were far wider than those he had
experienced so far, within the confines of his rural existence. His outlook
and aspirations were enlarged accordingly, and Dhanjal joined the nearest
art school. There, he discovered sculpture. Dhanjal came home after the
first day and carved a delicate female form out of a block of wood. The
resultant first essay was purchased by the local museum adjacent to the
art school. The unexpected accolade encouraged Dhanjal to spend the
next four years exploring the perennial principles of Indian sculptures,
through a series of carved and modelled figures. This exploration helped
him evolve his own dialect of form. Time and intense experimentation
refined his vision and practice, and his work eventually culminated in a
body of non-figurative, kinetic experiments. Dhanjal had reached a climax
in his creative excitement, but he also felt he had outgrown his
Along the Trail, 1987, Siate & Rope environment. He left for East Africa in search of fresh expressive horizons.
With an undetermined itinerary and derisory resources, he @®ketched and
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sold@his way through Malawi, Ethiopia and Zambia. He took a teaching job
that enabled him to resume his experiments with kinetic sculptures.

In 1973, the Woodstock gallery in London granted him a one-man show.
The British art scene Dhanjal experienced for the first time was, in his own
words, like under a glass bowl, visually accessible only. He felt like an
outsider. At the suggestion of Llyal Watson Woodstock® owner at the time,
Dhanjal considered furthering his studies in London. Severing his teaching
connections in East Africa, he embarked on a yearlong postgraduate
course in sculpture at the St Martins School of Art. St. Martins was then
very much @aro® realm,@with a prevailing ethos that Dhanjal thought was
remote from, if not disconnected altogether, from Life. Critical and tutorial
enthusiasm went almost exclusively to practices affiliated to the prevailing
ethos. Nonconformists often become @reignersin art schools, compelling
them to a creative independence that often has for effect to enrich the
educational experience. Moral resilience is as much a guarantee of survival
as visual and technical competence. Dhanjal secured industrial
sponsorship that earned him the independence of action he needed.

A return visit in 1978 to the Punjab revived his spiritual affinities with Indian
sculpture. By then, however, a gulf had settled between the acquired
dimensions of his creative personality and his native tradition. Dhanjal
experienced a crisis of creative identity. Questions about his sense of
being and belonging arose, and which he endeavoured to work out and
resolve through a period of intense work. From this phase emerged one
reconciling ideal: to pursue his practice within the western creative mode
but using the values of his native tradition instilled in tender childhood.
Back in England, Dhanjal® sculptures first came to major critical attention
in the 1989 Hayward Gallery® telling of The Other Story.

Stitched snugly in the shows©wider critical and social-political fabric,
Dhanjal® contribution nevertheless stood out for certain universal
sculptural qualities that took his work beyond the immediate context and
ideals under exploration. His display consisted mainly of blocks of fresh
slate broken from the earth® crust and devoid of all sign of human
intervention save the little niches for wax candies configured in neat
geometric order and fitted in their fractured surfaces. The slate blocks
come to sculptural life, magically, only when the candies were lit, inviting
our ritual participation. The flame consumes the wick, but eventually dies.
The transience endows the luminaries with the power to shift the slate
blocks from the timelessness in which they dwell, and bring them to coexist
in our own existential dimension, with its unforgiving, measurable
durations. The senses of sight, smell (of burning candle wax) and the
strong tactual blackness of the blocks overlap, as we embrace the ever-
evolving sculptural situation. The fullness of our sentient being heightens
our sense of self and gives it solemnity. Imagination slips from the grip of
reason, the blocks become crumbs broken off from the vault of the night
sky, with flickering stars still embedded in them. Gifts from a kindly God,
perhaps, like the Ca@ba. Independently from the intended aesthetic or
moral experience, the depersonalised imagination becomes the carriage to
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ecstasy and the sublime; it breaks free from the emotional storms and
frustrations, the unfulfilled longings and deceptions that entraps us in
ordinariness. The sculpture thus becomes a process in our lives. It restores
the dignity of the creative imagination in us, the viewer. From the creative
imagination on its rightful throne at the centre of being, we review our
world.

Through this setup, Dhanjal invokes a fundamental, if often overlooked,
principle of Indian aesthetic, namely, that ®ision©projects an ordering
cognitive intelligence on to the world of phenomena, rather than receives
impression passively, as scientific wisdom dictates. (in Indian statuary,
eyebrows are shaped into bows, in compliance with ancient iconographic
prescriptions that liken vision to a darting arrow). The viewer is
empowered. His vision becomes creative, like the sculptors. Sculptural
ideas become a magnetic field, with creator and viewer at the respective
poles, which attracts other ideas and experiences through which both
grow.

The style of creative engagement may be inspired by traditional Indian
sculpture, but the dialect of his forms remains attuned to western
sensibilities. Dhanjal takes great delight in lending his work to different sets
of duality. Besides the timelessness and temporality discussed above, the
dense blackness of the slate blocks evokes another kind of relationship
with the light, and that is the relationship between silence and sound, as it
occurs in Indian music.

Indeed, silence is the primary musical element, rather than sound-denying
void, as the West conceives it. Silence provides the very matrix in which all
sounds gestate and issue, supplying the Soul sphere with a perfect
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metaphor. A Raga is introduced by a period mute concentration, during
which listeners adjust the silence within with the silence prevailing in the
auditorium. When the player plucks the strings of his sitar, he sculpts the
silence into musical narratives and poetry, in the way a sculptor cuts into a
relief. Like the involuted ground of the stone slab, silence, to which

Across 5 Pyramids, 1082 listeners and performers remain attuned between the musical notes

Porioroz Beach, Slovenia throughout the performance, acts as the binding medium for the whole
Rage. The stillness of Time and the all-inclusiveness of Silence has for
visual equivalent Light, all pervasive. Its modulation into the spectrum gives
shades, hues and forms to the world. Light is the fundamental medium for
sculpture. To borrow a metaphor from dancing, the choreography of light
and shade across the sculptured surface infuses meaning into forms.
Stone, wood or terracotta merely provides the supporting rhythm and
music.

Dhanjal incorporates, rather than merely juxtaposes, stone with light. He
reconciles the densest with the most numinous of matter. In so doing, he
enacts in sculpture an important principle of Indian philosophy. Indeed, the
forces of life are not polarised between righteousness and evil, but become
manifest through the intervening modulation of feelings, in the way the
sentient world is woven from the thousand shades of grey spawned by light
and darkness. The synthesis Dhanjal achieved contradicts the polarisation
of values in modernist culture into theses and antitheses, mind and body,
black and white, male and female, north and south, polarisation that from
which are constructed the network of exploitative systems that sustains
existence, western style. Conjugating matter with light in the same
expressive effort evened out the weight of values with which these
respective elements are traditionally invested.

Involving the viewer as participant in the development of the sculptural
ideas was used more purposefully in a 1991 @vent©he created in Sao
Paulo, Brazil. Dhanjal set out to mobilise popular conscience around the
plight of the legions of homeless and mendicant children, residues of
wreaked marriages and volatile relationships for which Brazil holds a
dubious record, and whom sections of the local leisure and tourism
industry viewed as vermin and hired assassins to exterminate. Dhanjal lit
5,000 candies and floated them on the surface of a small lake. Water and
fire suspended their traditional antagonism and reconciled themselves for
the occasion against that most hideous of crime. A flautist played as the
twinkling lights scattered across the surface of the lake, like the many
harmless little souls that are released into our world. Participants turned up
in their hundreds, many wearing T-shirts with a printed poem Dhanjal
composed for the occasion.

Dhanjal summoned the elements as withess while he endeavoured to find
new ways to express human emotions, emotions that descriptions such as
outrageous and barbaric, overused and tired in our century of unparalleled
brutality hardly do justice. Each generation needs to discover the
accessories for communal bonding, such as compassion and natural
justice, for itself, on its own terms. Retaliatory responses learnt from older

generations may be commensurate with the offanra hit nnt naracearihy
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appropriate. Dhanjal poetic response is an experiment worth pursuing. He
returned to Art its oldest function that of registering the sin against Nature
and Humanity and of providing a ritual of atonement that is not constructed
around anger. Through the Sao Paulo ritual, Dhanjal and the participants
somewhat shared in the responsibility of suffering, inflicted and endured.

Dhanjal® ideals blossomed in a series of commissions for environmental
sculptures, in Slovenia, former Yugoslavia, in 1982; Margam Park in South
Wales in 1983; Dunstall Henge in Wolverhampton in 1986, and in Maltings
Park, in Cardiff, Wales. These permanent installations consist of sculptural
objects that take such forms as stools, benches, steps, wells and
pavement slabs. But these are visual accessories designed to involve
being in its wholeness, physically as well as spiritually. Dhanjal derives the
dynamics for his park installations from observing children at play in these
places. As yet untainted by the narrow functionalism that suffuses nearly
all aspects of existence as years roll on, children engage more
imaginatively with natural places, and they enjoy the prevailing
atmospheric richness more fully.

Dhanjal begins his installation projects by writing a poem. The process and
mind-set of poetry attune him with the spirit particular to the location. He
invokes the gift that nature and the elements have bestowed upon the
place and the ways the latter had become pliant, over years, to the
existence of Man. Poetry awakens the consciousness to the life force
vibrant in our own being and in nature. At this junction, Dhanjal arrives at a
fundamental difference between his origin and current affiliation. Soul in
our West is located within. In his native Punjab village, as elsewhere in
most primitive economies, Soul permeates being and dwells out there, in
the groves of trees and in shrines, in sculptures and near our beloved.
Indeed, so called primitive sculptures owe their excellence to an infusion of
Soul by the maker. The withdrawal of Soul into the deeper folds of
consciousness has drained the landscape of its sacredness, and left nature
vulnerable to vilification and abuse. This shamanistic immersion into the
spirit of a place inspires shapes and forms for his installation, and in which
the forces of nature find a home. Sculptural objects and environment
coalesce into a ritual setting for the Spirit of Man to find its covenant with
nature.

Dhanjal® interventions in the environment intensify one® presence and
sense of self. We complement and complete the sculptural process by our
orchestrated movement. Rather like destiny, paving stones guide our steps
(The Margam® installation is entitled 83 Steps). Walking becomes a
metaphor for the Heart beating. Bodily rhythm becomes attuned with the
pulse of nature. Each installation invites a performance from us. Time
comes to a standstill; the sweetness and wonderment inside the kernel of
every minute are set free, as in children® play. The shamanistic
involvement in the lives and spiritual awareness of others restores to the
sculptor a traditional and vital role, lost, lamentably, to the prescriptive and
narrow functionalism that entraps the spirit of Man in modernity.
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