Bharatiya Pragna: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Indian Studies (E-ISSN 2456-1347)
Ed. by Dr. P. Mallikarjuna Rao
Full Text: http://www.indianstudies.net/V1/n2/10_Art-Ritual-Culture.pdf
© AesthetixMS

Art-Ritual-Culture:
Apprehending the Triad in Contemporary Indian Context
Sudhir Kumar
PhD Junior Research Fellow (UGC), Department of Fine Arts, Aligarh Muslim University,
Aligarh (UP), India. ORCID: 0000-0003-4608-7917. Email: sudhirkoomar@gmail.com
Received September 27, 2016; Revised October 19, 2016; Accepted November 21, 2016; Published December 16, 2016

Abstract
Art, ritual and culture - these are the entities that form the basis of knowing the collective psyche of a
society - how they think of them, their aims in life and their approaches towards responses to various
natural phenomena. In the Indian context the triad has been interrelated in such an intimate manner that
changing the approaches towards one would necessarily affect the others. In India though art has been
deeply embedded in the daily activities of the people and their physical utilitarian objects, yet above that art
has also gained a very high status in their lives by reflecting their aspirations, their philosophical and
intellectual approaches towards life and phenomena in nature and the understanding of their respective
positions in cosmos. If art and ritual acting together has been threshold for higher consciousness, the
culture has been the denominator of their scientific and spiritual achievements. Thus, the findings in art,
presenting the face of Indian culture also indicate their successes and failures at different points of time and
space. But there seems to be an abrupt break in this current if we observe the contemporary art pursuits
and the academic opinions on art and aesthetics in the country. By correlating the traditional approaches
towards art and ritual with those of contemporary art practices and researches this paper briefly tries to
bring forth some of such issues that are quite imperative to be cogitated upon for all-round cultural
developments of the individuals and the society.
Keywords: Art and Ritual, Indian Art and Aesthetics, Indigenous arts of India, Indian Culture, Indian
Contemporary Art, Art Research and Education

Introduction
Any aesthetical discourse in Indian context cannot fructify unless we consider the three entities of
art, ritual and culture in a consolidated triad. Any one of these three cannot be understood in
separation with the other two. This paper is the result of an attempt at understanding the
significance of this triad in contemporary Indian scenario. The paper after having a brief
observation on the purpose and function of the traditional approaches to art and ritual in Indian
cultural context tries to examine the efficacy of contemporary Indian art practices for the true role
of art in the lives of its people. How far such art-practices are successful in fulfilling the ideals of
Indian culture that it is known for and since beginning of its civilizations the people here have
been striving for? Do we truly understand the role of art from the perspective that has the
urgency in contemporary Indian culture? Does this understanding of art have anything to do with
the pertinent issues of environment, social bonding, sustainable way of living, etc? How our
artistic heritages can show again the potential of transforming us as they used to do in the past, so
that such challenges could be faced expeditiously? These are some of the questions that this
contemplative essay tries to find answers to, though briefly.
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The discussion has been divided into three sections. In the first section an attempt is
made to understand the traditional approaches to arts and their role in the making of a culture
and the awakening of consciousness of its individuals, especially from the Indian perspectives.
The second section deals with the significance of rituals for arts, and how they as interdependent
entities help in strengthening societal bonds. The third section examines the contemporary scene
of art-practices and the approaches of education and research in arts in India to draw our
attention towards their incompetency in fulfilling the cultural aims of the country and tries to
find alternative perspectives in the context.

[I]
Art is the signifier of the cultural expression of a tribe, a community or a society. It signifies how
they see their surrounding geography, biodiversity, natural environment and various phenomena
existing around them. Their art combined with their mythical narratives, the rituals and the
customs, reflects their understanding of the evolution of life and the cosmos around them. It is
the subtle deciphering of their reading of those inner and outer mysteries that have puzzled the
mankind, and in order to solve them they have remained constantly attempting and has left
innumerable traces of such endeavours in the forms of celebrations of their successes on the one
hand, and on the forms of taboos of their failures on the other throughout the course of human
history. These celebrations and taboos most often get manifested either through the verbal, the
gestural or the visual vocabularies or many a time through various combinations thereof.
Art provides the required physical space and the necessary temporal dimension for
facilitating the occasion of full play of such vocabularies, but in a refined sense. The criteria and
the understanding or the notion of such refinement may vary from one culture to another and
from one period to another, but once this happens it becomes the marker of the technical
accomplishments and philosophical virtuosity achieved by the individuals of that culture or the
period. These technical accomplishments and the philosophical virtuosity added with awe, and
the enthusiastic fervour, lead the civilization one step further on the ladder of human progress;
thus, for any culture, period or country its achievements in art signifies the zenith of the
intellectual, scientific and aesthetic pursuits reached by its individuals and the society. And for
the generations to come it becomes the matter of pride together with being the vehicle of the
cultural messages and the ideals set by their forefathers. They not only just cherish them but also
take them to be the multipronged guiding principles in their own endeavours of the similar kinds.
Art recurrently reaffirms these ideals in different ways in different periods. But this is
possible only for those societies and cultures which are conscious of them, and if somehow they
ever seem lost their individuals again start unravelling their codes and meanings which lie buried
inside them as the various sedimented layers of symbols, myths, or metaphors. These codes and
meanings are like the dormant seeds always having the constant potential to produce new
offshoots young, fresh and vibrant. They grow again to re-form the culture like an old banyan tree
and render shelter under its expanding shade to the numerous organisms both the human beings
and the animals to flourish and nurture.

Art heightens our sensibilities that serve as the thresholds for higher consciousness
Art heightens our sensibilities not just the aesthetical but also empathetical. Arts on the
horizontal plane embolden our relationships with both the people and the other beings in the
surrounding environment and help us in understanding their feelings and expressions in the right
perspective, but on the vertical plane it also simultaneously elevates our vision to widen its angle
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so that we could see the world and life holistically. But the most important role of art is the
elevating of souls not only up to the planes wherefrom the broader views on life and world can be
experienced but up to the realization of the highest truth and witnessing of the ultimate goal of
life (Figure 1). But what is this goal after all? It cannot be experienced objectively. It is subjective,
experienced differently at each individual level and if tried to be interpreted from all those stances
we shall have multitudinous expressions in the forms of art, philosophies, literature, and so on;
but the core element though whatever it may be, will be the same for all, and each one would
have the same level of ecstasy if that is experienced in any manner. This ecstasy is manifested
through the channel of art in the subtle forms of various bhavas and experienced by the viewers as
the sublime flashes of rasas. The rasas may be considered as the equivalent to the glimpses of the
supreme bliss on aesthetic planes. The scriptures say “raso vai sah” (Taittiriya Upanishad II.7.I) –
“This, verily, is it that bestows bliss” (Radhakrishnan, 2012). Taking the vocabularies
understandable to the common masses the arts create the theatrical spaces for such blissful
glances to arise on physical planes, but not in totality, instead, in tantalizing measures; thus
leaving the space for the viewers to play their part too, and arouse them to get their sensibilities
trained and the receptivity enhanced through their own efforts also. Indian art has been doing
this for ages, and has done this until the recent times. This can be evinced from the rich Indian art
heritage spread not only throughout the subcontinent but also extending beyond in the form of
its influence to places spread across the Asian continent, especially the eastern parts.

Bliss

Rasa

Aesthetical
Sensibilities

Art

Empathetical
Relationships

Figure 1

The sculptures or the paintings which can be seen on an Indian monument do not only
give the ocular delight to the viewer, they also have a kind of sublimity in their forms and
compositions, they are not copies from nature but expressions of subtle ideas with a touch of
nature. They are like the thresholds to the higher consciousness providing alleys that lead to the
feeling of proximity with the divine. Though, physically they may appear in a definite form but
ideally they are amorphous, the infinite. They are like the firmly standing lotuses in an undulating
lake. Though gently taking nourishment from its depths, yet constantly they remain facing
upward as if patiently aspiring to become an offering to the infinite divine, unconcerned with the
mildness or the ferocity of the water-currents.
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[II]
Perfection of an action becomes art, art when repeated becomes ritual, and their secured
place in society solidify the bonds between its individuals
The indigenous arts especially those of primitive kinds appropriately express the ethos of the folk
and tribal lives. Though they often look crude and simplistic, they are highly eloquent of the
rhythms of nature and reverberate with the energies and lives of their creators. No primitive
culture can be imagined devoid of such forms of art. In spite of being least sophisticated they are
charged with intense emotions. These diverse indigenous art-forms which are embedded into
whole geographical landscape of the country and which used to throb once through the hearts
and minds of her people have unfortunately become today merely the subjects of anthropological
studies and research. The researchers and the academicians, who though know each and every
detail regarding such art-forms, are unable to experience their rhythm. They do know the
advantages of such organic ways of life yet they are steadfast about such discussions and
promotions which enormously add to the already firm-rooted materialism in the country after
independence. What is leftover in this respect is supplemented by the media and the films in the
name of cosmopolitanism and the globalised way life, that hyperbolically support individualistic
societies by fostering it unnecessarily with an extra stretch of imagination. When our scriptures
suggest for microcosmic efforts to attain spirituality such as the Karma-yoga or the Sanyasa-yoga
they also simultaneously talk of macrocosmic unity such as the Adi-Purusha or the Vishwaroopa
the Cosmic Person (Rigveda 10:90:1-16). The Yogi, an individual, and the Purusha, the society
personified, both have to be acting reciprocally towards the state of “non-difference” to become
one and whole (Yajurveda 40.6). If a society can support its individuals, why not then a society be
supported by the individuals? If the nature is always bountiful to its beings then why cannot its
beings show their gratitude to it? This is not an intrusion into the privacy of the individuals. It is
also not an act of divesting them of their freedom of choosing their sets of coveted activities as
they may like. There has to be the balance between the sides.
To fulfil this perpetual law of mutual dependency the nature has been doing its part
eternally. It is we individuals who probably are not able to play our part. We are imagining
societies where its members aspire to be larger than required individuals, but how far this is going
to be successful is yet to be seen. Societies sometimes become too rigid to accommodate the
liberties and to fulfil the aspirations of their individuals, and the individual too sometimes fail to
understand their ineluctable position in the matrix of the society where they and the others are
caught together in such a multi-layered web that forms this social matrix. Arts make individuals
aware of such facts by enhancing their sensibilities.
A form of art when repeated at regular intervals becomes ritual. And, the rituals reaffirm
the social-lattice constantly by solidifying the bonds between the individuals. So the rituals are
important in keeping up the dynamics of arts, and the arts are significant for the rituals as they
provide them with the aesthetical touch. Rituals revitalize the rhythms of arts, and arts save the
rituals from degenerating into mere mechanical acts by providing them with the elements of
creativity and spontaneity. Hence, art and ritual both have to be their positions secured in the
matrix of a society; otherwise the whole structure of society itself would crumble. It is no wonder
why we have come to see the exact scenario around us in the recent decades.
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[III]
Sequestering arts from normal lives and the hyper-intellectualism will not do
Rituality of creation and purpose has been one of the most significant characteristics of Indian
traditional arts; that is, the rituals play an integrated role both in the creation and the
functionality of Indian arts. Aspiration for the artistic excellence has been the part and parcel in
almost every activity that Indian people did. Artistic pursuit was not a separate entity divorced
from their day-to-day actions. It has been observed that the aestheticism in Indian traditions was
not the matter of discourse only but a daily necessity for the elation of soul, the elation that is not
gained only through semantical churnings but praxis. That is why our scriptures say “karmashu
kaushalam” – art lies in action (Bhagavadagita II.50).

Figure 2: A view from a contemporary art gallery (Delhi Art Gallery, New Delhi)

The artworks had true functionality and purpose. They were there to make our lives beautiful
here and now, that is why even the monumental artistic shrines like the ancient temple-structures
were built in the vicinity of the habitats of the common people. It is in complete contrast with the
today’s practices of promoting contemporary art-shrines such as the art-galleries and the
museums, built generally in metropolis, which are out of reach from majority of common people
who live in remote cities and small towns and villages. In such art-institutions the artworks are
sequestered from our normal lives and displayed there only to be appreciated for their inherent
qualities as they are not intended for any functionality or purpose in the ordinary life of the
individuals in our contemporary societies (Figure 2). Commenting on the current narrow
approaches of galleries and museums and their possible roles in the education of masses in the
near future Shoba Narayan (2013) observes:
One simple way … to think of museums (and galleries) not as being in the “salvage and
warehouse” business as a museum (or gallery) administrator put it, but as serving an
educational purpose. Museums as malls? It may be heresy to some but that’s the way art
was displayed in the past in our own country. Doubters need only to visit some of our
ancient temples where thoroughfares to the deity were dotted with the art of the day.
Unlike the traditional artworks many of which, if not always, used to imbibe and contain
divine aura, the contemporary artworks have a high monetary value which is created and added
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to these artworks by several layers of art-criticism and art-promotions by using the “special kit of
verbal and conceptual gadgetry” and the “special techniques of encirclement and seduction”
(Subramanyan, 2006). In academics such a construct of hyper-intellectualism is built into that
they take delight in dissertating on such pertinent ideas. The situation is such that in academic
circles though the high stylized intellectual discourses are thrown upon, the mind and body are
scarcely in tune to resonate with, and understand the subtleties of such artistic heritages and their
actual relevance to our lives and environment. Yet there are people who have been contemplating
up on such issues and it is the positive sign for the country. The only thing that is needed is to
convert these thoughts again into the actions now.

Attempts of remoulding traditional ethos in contemporary art-practices of India and
their outreach in public

Figure3: Untitled (1993), Contemporary abstraction by
the artist G. R. Santosh inspired from the ancient
spiritual philosophy of Tantra

Figure4: The Fire (2008) in steel, painted by the
artist Janak Jhankar Narzary

There have been some radical attempts at remoulding of indigenous Indian traditional forms of
art in the endeavours of the contemporary artists. Traditional motifs, religious symbols,
manipulation and abstraction with classical iconographies, performative aspects of traditional
rituals, their installation-type constructions, interactive lineaments, all are being explored in the
contemporary art-practices, but these attempts are only to make them as the signature
statements of the artists, to push the definitions of art, aesthetics and the existential aspects of the
artworks or to subvert them in order to evoke questions about the state of affairs (Figures 3, 4, 5
and 6). But their long-term impacts and actual relevance in resolving even such issues as their
applicability in life for solving pertinent problems related to environment, social bonding,
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sustainability, etc. remain doubtful. What to talk of expecting them to affect the souls! This is
because most of the approaches in such contemporary art-practices are devoted unfortunately on
the factors such as the formal aspects, performativity, stylization, shock, monumentality, etc. but
not to their intent and vitality and their relations to our daily lives.
Though they are loaded with condensed messages and quite efficient in throwing pungent
questions onto the viewers, possibly they are not enough to translate them into actions. This is
because they have no ritualistic content in them. This is also because they are confined only to
the exhibitory premises, generally not open for the participatory purposes, only a limited number
of audience/participants know about them. They are also not able to sustain the faith of the
common people, a factor which often necessitate the reverence of nature with all its aspects so
that they could feel an intimacy with her. The artist Manu Parekh observes that “human beings
need a kind of faith” and the arts reaffirm that by facilitating that faith manifest on physical
planes thus bringing its ‘source’ closer to the access of the common people. (“Manu Parekh…”) Art
for them has never been a professional activity. Art has never been for its own sake for them. Art
has been of relevance to them in their inner and the outer worlds.

Figure 5: Shivapriya, a piece of sculpture by the artist Sujata Bajaj, exhibited during India art Fair 2016
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Functional deprivation of monumental heritages and the need for holistic vision in
academics
If a country is deprived of an asset that it has not possessed from the beginning, then it can be
dismissed as its fate, but if it is denied of an asset that has originated in that country and
neglected in course of time for lack of will, then it raises questions about the degree of intellectual
and cultural evolution of the country and its ethics. These questions can be relevant in the
context of the contemporary relation between the arts of India, and its rich heritage. The former
have neglected their functionality while the latter is subjected to monumental negligence. Many
of the artistic monuments in the country are in a state of negligence of their true functioning as
they have been treated only as tourist destinations, not as the places that have force, probably, to
transmute generations. They are devoid of their ritualistic significance that is why many of them
still remain dilapidated and derelict. As such they now do not seem as efficacious as they used to
be in the past. The aura of such heritages is never talked of in the academic circles. Mere
conservation of physical structures is not enough. Such tangible structures have always been
associated with several layers of intangible auras. Their functional aspect is crucial to the
preservation of such heritages and their auras. Auras can be restored only through public
participations. A true culture can be preserved only when its tangible and intangible aspects (i.e.
art and ritual) exist together.

Figure 6: Garbh: Layers and the Surface - a piece of installation art created by Myna Mukherjee during India
art Fair 2016
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The need for an organic approach to education and research on art in academic curricula
Art in academic spheres is currently taught and treated as a professional activity and considered
as something that should be pursued only by some specialists. There is no doubt art taken as such
can be practiced only by some special individuals who have specific inclination towards art and
those want to take it either as passion or as profession and those who are gifted with high level of
creative talents. Art in that sense cannot be taken to represent a particular culture as a whole; if
that would be the case the art-practices in tribal and folk societies cannot be considered as art at
all, for in these societies creating art is not a specialised activity. Many a time their whole
community equally participates in such creative acts as a part of ritual. Coming down from this
current notion claiming art as a professional activity, art in contemporary societies has also
become a leisurely activity amongst the people from middle and elite classes. Most often it is not
considered as an activity necessary for our daily pursuits. Art historian A. K. Coomaraswamy
(1971) in his celebrated essay “Why Exhibit Works of Art?” observes:
We have gone so far as to divorce work (of art) from culture, and to think of culture as
something to be acquired in hours of leisure; but there can be only a hothouse and unreal
culture where work (of art) itself is not its means; if culture does not show itself in all we
make we are not cultured. We ourselves have lost this vocational way of living…
Art may represent the culture as a whole when activities related to art reach out to the
wider masses; either they do it themselves or engage themselves in such activities or create and
promote such atmosphere that is conducive to artistic activities. For art to occupy such an
important place in a culture, it should celebrate every aspect of the life of an individual. Such a
celebratory quality in art is possible only when it takes the form of ritual both in its creation as
well as functionality. Hence we need researches and education that are purposive and easily
accessible to the masses. Students should be groomed with aesthetic sensibilities so that they may
incorporate such ideals into their respective fields of study and research and may orient their
endeavours towards a sustainable way of life in proper order. Coomaraswamy claims, “…education
to be derived from works of art should be an education in the love of what is ordered and the
dislike of what is disordered.” (1971) Education should not be in the nature of theory only, its
praxis should be more emphasized and the opportunities be created for translating them into
actions for inculcating a sense of purpose for such studies and researches. Amassing intellectual
properties in the form of textual materials would do only partially. Researches and educational
curricula that are organic in nature can usher in such a sense of purpose among us and the
generations to come. Art and ritual in a wider sense should form a part of such educational
curricula and researches that could expedite such initiatives and construct a healthy culture.

Conclusion
To sum up, art acting as a signifier presents itself as the standard of measurement for the cultural
achievements of a society and presents the physical and temporal dimensions for expressing the
success and failures experienced by its individuals in their efforts to survive and understand the
mysteries of their surroundings. The achievements become the cultural ideals which if lost
somehow may be reaffirmed only when the individuals are conscious. They may reinterpret
cultural symbols according to the need of the time or period they live in, though the ideals should
remain unchanged to save the individuals from cultural vanity. Art when comes into the domain
of daily activities and imbued with a purpose that is divine acquires the form of ritual. Thus
transforming from a leisurely or a professional activity art becomes necessity. This necessity
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widens our vision, extends our capacity of rejoicing aesthetic experience and develops our
sensibilities so as to create a concern for other beings and thus acting as the thresholds for higher
consciousness. Art in the hands of common people resonates with the rhythms of their lives and
spontaneously tunes in with the cycle of nature. In that sense art assumes the form of a ritual and
facilitates the law of mutual dependency of man and nature.
Rituality has been one of the significant characteristics of Indian arts, which in the context
of contemporary Indian art is missing thereby divorcing it from the day to day life and confining
it only to the galleries and the intellectual discourses. Though in recent decades there have been
some attempts at remoulding traditional ethos by some of the contemporary artists, they have
been found to be inadequate as they are confined only to the aesthetics of shock and stylization
instead of being oriented to the vitality of the daily lives. The monumental heritage of the country
too faces this lack of rituality because of its functional deprivation and negligence by the system;
because of this they also lack the potency to transform the souls that they are known for doing in
the past. Instead of treating the heritage only as a tourist attraction such initiatives should be
taken which would restore their functional aura.
Thus the arts in common should not be considered only for the purpose of exhibition but
should be treated as part and parcel of public life. Their education and research should be
oriented towards instilling the aesthetic sensibilities, self-elevation and to develop concerns for
sustainable environment. They must be truly purposive if they are to enhance the cohesiveness of
the societies.
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