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Shankaragowda Bettadoor

SHANKARAGOWDA BETTADOOR

(I) -
Let us have a thorough look at a work done, fifty years
ago, in 1950s, by an artist, Shankaragowda Bettadoor,
very much alive, now, in his late 70s. It is a scroll painting
measuring about 8 feet by 2 feet. By the time this book gets
published, or six months even before its script was -
finalized, the work was lost in an exhibition under
mysterious circumstance(2006). No protest, no judicial case,
no complaints. Everything seems to be calm about it as well
as its creator. |

There is a painting painted within this painting. It need '
not be stressed that it was the same hand that painted both
the paintings. Within the given painting, a few curious
spectators—themselves experts in the art of painting, the
art students and the classmates of the current artist who was
still a student when he painted this—are watching what has
been laid down on the ground. The painting within is an
imaginary painted scroll, in turn. Some of the painted-
spectators are showing their back to the true audience. Most
of them are anonymous, or, to be more precise, never
made a big name in the field of art. The spectators within
the painting are meaningfully showing their back the
audience who are real! In fact there are three pictures
presented through this scroll, logically speaking: '

(@) The overall physically real picture scroll.

(b) The painted picture scroll within; and

(c) A picture about the ambiguous availability of the
audience as-a-picture and as a picture containing a picture
within its own self!

The main person showing his back to us, (because he

" is) at the center of the picture is the artist himself.

Shankaragowda Bettadoor, the artist, studied art in
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Santiniketan fifty years ago (in the mid 1950s). Is it
meaningfully symbolic and futuristic that he refuses to ‘face’
the audience, as he did it in reality, for so long, after his art
education. Despite painting for five decades he remained
mostly anonymous, till today. This work can be compared
with another work by another artist (unlike him as far as
popularity goes) who happened to be Bettadoor’s tutor. The
painting in question is by Binod Bihari Mukherjee. The
comparison between both the artists connected to
Santiniketan, but belonging to two successive generations
share a lot in common. Binod Bihari happens to be an
‘insider’, well institutionalized and theorised to that art
movement while the other remained an ‘outsider’ and
anonymous.

The difference between the two is clear. The ‘personality’
of Binod Bihari is well construed through the communicative
media, beginning from the articles written about him in the
annual Nandan magazines published from the department
of Art History, Kala Bhavana, Santiniketan. Speaking in more
contemporary terms of visual contemplation, the media itself
has provided a personality to him as does the film by the
Oscar (honorary) awardee Satyajit Ray’s “The Inner Eye”. The
. genuine question here is whether there is no personality
to the artist outside it!*1* Due to such interventional
" derivations did theoreticians like Baudrillard state that the
gulf war never took place, for, it was a live-telecast like a
sport. Umberto Eco categorized Disneyland and Disneyworld
as more real than real (hyperreality)*2*. Speaking from this
angle, Sankaragowda is an artist who is yet to gain a
personality of his own, as an artist, at the age of 77 as a
‘national’ artist (which means a ‘recognized’ artist)!

(Ir)

In one of his self portrait, Binod Bihari is facing the
landscape that he is painting with the paper on his lap, is
about to occasional watch the actual landscape outside the
door which he is referring to while he is available to the
onlookers’ gaze only from behind. It could be that modesty
of Kala Bhavana school that made them—both Binod da and
Shankaragowda—to derive meanings like “art/artwork as
a scene worth watching rather than turning the focus light
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Shankaragowda Bettadoor towards the artist him/herself’. By the way, interestingly,
there have been very few women artist or tutors in the
(rather deliberately construed) history of this school.

However, certain modesty can be identified—so much
absence today—that has made those artists to compose
their works in a manner which reveals what their hand
created as well as hid. All their portraits are present in the
style of their painting. It is possible that the Karnataka artist
in question, when he painted the above said scroll, was
deeply rooted in the beliefs like “art for arts sake, art
should speak by itself, art is of more relevance than the
artist” and such similar thoughts. *3* However one need to
keep in mind that this is not the only way to perceive his
work.

This, perhaps, is one of the fundamental notions of
Santiniketan School of art. At least from an outsider’s view-
point—marginal position being one of them—this becomes
obvious. Art, rather than artist, is the one that is of much
consideration, since the best of the Bengal school works
emerged when art was not equated with the politics of the
gallery-promotional-economic-nexus. The current works (of
both Binod da and Shankaragowda) are able to evoke that
essence of a school in a single format. Binod da’s
“Medieval Saints”, a mural at Hindi Bhavana in Kala
Bhavana, is a classic example for the essence of visual
language as derived by this school, argualily. Most of
Nandalal Bose’s drawings commix a day-to-day experience
with this visual language. On the other hand Ramkinker Baij
is to Bengal school of thought as Renoir was to
Impressionism—each stood as the ‘empiricist’ of his
respective artistic group. It has been an art historical habit
for the protagonists of an art movement to represent one
specific character of that school. The sum of the fragments
and the overall essence in such case is not the same. The
sum of the margins and the core do not equate in case of
Bengal school, for there is no ‘margin’ for this school—till

now.

Shankaragowda’s story as an artist presets those un-
deciphered visual innovations that the mainstream within
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Bengal school has refuted. Ironically, it was due to the
popularization of Bengal-trained artists from the margin in
various Indian regions outside Bengal that a regional school
(1910s-1930s) evolved into a national art movement (by
1950s). But the historiography built around this school, till
now do not acknowledge such marginal contributions. Or,
ironically, the marginal contribution to this school has
been marginalized, in turn!/ There is a pronounced
resilience about such issues. This seems like a deliberate
heroic narrative. In other words, Shankaragowda’s story
forms a character in an ignored chapter, that is yet to be
written into the mainstream politics of a nationalist visual
culture. |

(I1m)

Binod da was a tutor ‘within’ the premise of Bengal
school and hence ‘represents’ the framework of what Bengal
school constitutes. Shankaragowda, on the other hand, was
there only for five years and then spent a couple of years
in Delhi. The rest of his life he spent it in Bettadoor in
Raichur district of Karnataka, which he continues to do even
to this day. At his home town, he was involved in farming,
making art and medicinal practice (a bit later) simultaneously
from a long time. He is known as a doctor who also paints
in his native town. Outside his hometown, but within
Karnataka he is reputed as an artist who also is a medicine
man. Hence his art falls into the premise of an artist who
- looked at the world through a family structure, as a family
head who tries to rely upon the classic Hindu concept of
‘the world as a family’. Interestingly, the immediate
surrounding around his family structure happens to be his
world—as realized through his art! Be it a landscape or a
portrait of a Swamiji of a religious center, this
autobiographical notation is severe.

The very choice of operating as an artist by
Shankaragoiuda is against a given, nationalist system of
making art. This is the base-line of the institution of ayant
garde.*4* By the time he was studying art, the notion of avant-
garde had come to a logical end in its actual European-white-
male-context. You can’t protest for too long against
anything that is settled, without the danger of your protest
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itself settling down as .a style. Otherwise, the very idea of
protest becomes settled. This is the ethical problem of
stretching avant-garde and neo-avant-garde to its extreme. Art -
had tried to escape the last straw of aristocracy, hippocracy,
economic conversion and at the same, the notion of style
and aesthetics that had been the structural foundation of all
those changed the new art through the ages! Within Indian
context, the phenomena of M.F.Hussain has come out of that
romance with poverty in actuality, while his newly acclaimed
stardom had made his image to romance with that nostalgia
of poverty. On the contrary, Bettadoor has remained .
anonymous and hence is devoid of all that someone like
Husain has fetched himself from one of the branch of the
society—called art.

Shankaragowda painted less in oils, thanks to the inbuilt
aversion towards it at the school he 'was trained, as an
ideological protest to the so called Ravi Varman school. On
the contrary, in Karnataka it was pursued by artists like
S.M.Pandit among others. The association between oil paint
and the west is a time-specific construct, in the background
of Indian nationalism that was again a specific construct in
the wake of the demand for Indian independence. Perhaps
as a convention, Gowda brushed with this ideology of anti-
oil technique during his art school days and it became a
habit later. In a way the same media that was hated was for
two differént reasons, at the two ends of a give time span.
As the simplistic history of the first modern Indian art school
goes, oil paint was the reason for the discovery of a new
media of wash technique at Kala Bhavana. Later, this very
wash technique, through artists like Shankaragowda,
performed the very function that the media opposed by it
(oil) had performed earlier (both media were contesting
their predecessors either as successors or as alternative
media for newer expression). Interestingly, Gowda chose a
media which happened to be the first and only media in
modernist Indian art practice that shares a commonality with
the subaltern and gender issues—all the three were born
out of a discontent to their predecessors that are now
termed as their opposites—wash/oil, subaltern/brahminical
discourse, feminism/white-European-male issues and the
like. '
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Our artist enacted the school’s ideology, rather innocently
in the beginning and tried to find a sense of reason to
continue it back home, or what he understood it to be
reasonable. He did this by not too consciously being aware
of it, by agreeing/enacting thus endorsing the act of creating
through water, wash and gouache techniques of picture-
making. In a way, the media so much associated with the
Bengal school is a physical realization of a kind of avant-
garde, against a specific geographic-religiosity like European-
Christianity, while the same gouache technique was a
derivative of what was understood to be an Asian identity
and/or Japanese painterly technique that was introduced to
Santiniketan through the likes of Okakura and the artist
community’s liking for what was ‘eastern’, by and large. In
this the sense, Shankaragowda’s position is multiply
marginalized. However, he is a multi-marginalized artist
because he physically existed away from the Bengal school
and was being too far away from Bangalore, the capital of
art in Karnataka, a State which in itself was treated as
marginal till recently, as far as visual art is concerned—
within the discourse of national visual culture. Bettadoor’s
artworks are pretentiously innocent and modest parodies of
institutionalization of the very school he studied in as well
as the very geography he hails from!

His works have never been intervened or discoursed.
Even if his works can be looked beyond the percept of
‘authoritarian’, they fall into a fine tradition of the genre of
‘landscaping’. I am using the word landscaping as a verb
rather than a noun, so as to indicate that it escapes being
limited to a specific mode or field of cultural expression like
visual arts or literature. It is the tradition, typical to ‘Kannada
culture’ via Kannada literature of writers, poets and novelists
like Kuvempu, Da.Ra.Bendre and Gorur Ramaswamy lyengar
that his works escape the clutches of humiliative treatment
for being like- Bengal school, but being out of it and being
de-recognised. De-recognition differs from un-recognition.

His overall works remind us of landscapes, but basically
not meant to please the eye alone. Hence there is no
grandiose or adhbhuta, as it happens with the English
landscapes of Turner, Wordsworth and the like. It is a view
which gives out its flavour only for those who can identify
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Shankaragowda Bettadoor it. Whereas the massive, impressive landscapes of
N.Hanumaiah or K.Venkatappa or even the ‘Panchabhuta’
series of K.K.Hebbar capture the attention of the audience,
no matter what mood they are in. This is, to certain extent,
demeaning the various moods of the mind, because an
overwhelming work of art (say landscape) humiliates the
various moods of the mind and treats it as homogeneous.
Shankaragowda’s works, on the other hand, waits. They wait
like a night-watchman in front of a huge complex, awaiting
for something he himself doesn’t know, in a city, wherein
the ambushers might be several times stronger and fatal.
Wherein a police is aggressive, the watchman awaits like
the current artist’s artworks. But if one is able to gradually
sink into the mood of these works, with a lot of support from
the biographical detail of the creator of the artwork, they
open up. And the specific ‘address’ of the work, as John
Berger, is revealed.

His works have been ‘factually described’ by writers, in
a biographic mode in bits and pieces, in tiny articles in
newspaper formats, whose very format decided the fate of
those writings. That in itself is an innocent intervention into
his works (or away from it! Both are the same in such a case)
by barring those works from any kind of formal or cultural
readings. For instance if a cultural reading is barred from
his works, what remains is to look at his work with a utopian-
formalism that would term his works as cliché. They are the
works that don’t shriek at you, but await the ideal audience
to approach it!

d) K.G.S and Hussain ‘painterly’ Modes
Currently, an Indian artist is familiar to his/her audience
in mainly two modes: a ‘KGS mode” and a ‘Husain mode’.
Husain’s model is built upon the case of Ravi Varma, which
essentially lies outside the construct of the binaries like
good and bad. They are popular and those that are popular
escape the measure of good and bad works. In such cases
. the artist himself would be familiar, even popular. But
,/‘ nothing about his/her true contribution would be known to
" those who know him/her even for eternity. On the contrary,
~ those who are not familiar with KGS subramanyan’s’
__ ideology do not even know who he is, while looking at his
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works, arguably! Husain is available to anyone who looks
at his works. Cynically speaking, looking at his works
essentially needs ignorance about his operative mode as
an artist. This is the kind of authoritarian euphoria Husain,
as a name, stands ahead of his works. I am addressing this
issue from Roland Barthian sense of questioning as to ‘who
is an author?’” KGS, at first, reminds us of our immediate
surrounding and the global dimension that an ordinary
garden might assume, if keenly looked at. He reminds us
of our own surrounding picture in a new light and a known
light with a newer surrounding. The uncommonness of the
familiar is revealed. The divine in the mundane is revealed
or construed, and the specific character that our ancestors
associated with specific words, visuals and objects are
reminded to us with a choice to deal with it, contemporarily.

KGS has been the logical outgrowth of the Bengal school.

Arguably he has legitimized and hasavailed the Bengal
school with an elite, pan-nationalistic position and not the
other way round! As anthropologist Levi Strauss observes
“A human is a physique that is an amalgamation of all
hereditary, genetical habits of our ancestors”. This finds

a visual translation in KGS works (literary as well as visually)

in the form of an enlivened tradition that continues to live.

The KGS model has an authentic presence within the art
pedagogy. Husain’s model is too comfortable within the
notion and concept of ‘Page Three’. As a concept we mention
Husain every now and then. We mention KGS once in a way,
but when we do so, we rather don't stop the dialogue without
going in length and depth into his works, thoughts and
writings. While the conceptual Husain is a cover page of a
book, KGS is the content of that book dealing with a
cultural dialogue. The former is an artist personality that is
of no academic standing—perhaps according to those set
within the academics. Or, does Husain-model posses a visual
philosophy (like KGS) that escapes the intellect of ‘even’
the academics as well, pun within the single quotes in this
sentence intended. Shankaragowda doesn't find a place in
neither of them. However innocent might be his standing,
he is more proximate to KGS model, not merely because
he is too far away from the Husain model.
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Shankaragowda’s visual creative involvement from past
five decades is a personal, independent, desi avant-garde.
His main agenda has been—if 1 have understood him
clearly—to apply a visual-language learnt a while ago,
uncritically but with élan. After graduating in art from
Santiniketan, he returned to his hometown, to Raichur
district of Karnataka where he continued to create art
alongside tilling his land and pra(':ticing local medication
within the institution of ‘family’. Art in its contemporary
avatar was nowhere around in Raichur, like the unusual
rains over there. His decision to do so was a re-evaluation
of the notion of artistic practice that was always associated
with a kind of bohemianism. This is a lifestyle that was
already suggested by the medieval Kannada saints like
Sarvajnamurthy, Allamaprabhu and the like. Thus
Shankaragowda ideally fits into that category of personalities
who would be into art but not able to shed off a typical
Kannada lifestyle of the farming community. This goes
against the other kind of bohemianistic life style of an artist
so much publicized by the cartoon journalism. The artist’s
life style was that of a physically active and disciplined mode
which has kept its senses active enough till date, even at
the age of 80. : :

Also the construct of making visual art on a regular
basis, for a specific amount of hours per day—that has been
uncontested till date—but that which might actually be a
notion borrowed from the practice of Indian classic music
and dance, has been contested by the very life style of this

.~ artist. Gowda paints when he likes, practices medicine
- when the need arise and tills the land when it rains! The

description of the enactment of medicine, family, agriculture

and artistry is a well tuned lifestyle that this artist was able

~ to blend various roles of being a medicinal man, family

‘ f.- person, agriculturist and artist, together, like a Renaissance
| man, perhaps because he stayed away from that artistic-
bohemianism and confirmed himself to another kind of

bohemianism which was an obsession to engage the Senses
to its extreme and test its limits. The lifestyle of Gnanapeeta
awardee writer Dr. Shivarama Karantha, the author of “Kala
Prapancha” (a crude Kannada version of E.H.Gombrich’s
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“Story of Art”), serves as another example for such multiple
engagement, a Renaissance-man-like obsession. He
happened to be a senior contemporary to Shankaragowda.

Hence Gowda was a person who perceived art through
life and life through art, so much dissimilar to the way his
tutor Ram Kinker Baij saw. But his innocence is felt when,
even now, he keeps quoting, “Kinker da had told me that
I can’t become a full fledged painter if I get married. His
shaap (wrath) seems to have struck me”. (however unlike
K.Venkatappa and Rumale Chennabasavaiah, he did not
continue the tradition of being a bachelor as well as writing
diaries, though both, 1 am afraid, might be an interconnected
habit!)

(IV)

Farming and artistic practice meet at a point when it
depends on the mood of nature and mind, respectively, in
Indian context. Even the popular notion about artistic
practice, of being very moody catalyses such beliefs.

Gowda used paints and the homeopathy liquid. While the
latter was to cure others, the former was to cure himself.
The way his hands would function, after certain point,
refused to differentiate the solid, round tablets, colourful
liquids that were subscriptions of faith. It was a faith in the
healing power. Both his patients and audience received
them with a sense of belief. Added with his involvement into
social concerns, movements and farmer movements, he
almost attained the status of a messiah amongst those
familiar with him. Strangely, those who know him do always
think that he has something more to his measure. The
farmers, for example, thought that here is one of their Kinds
who could also paint. His artist fellowmen thought that here
is an artist who is also a farmer. Both the farmer and the
artists thought that he had a medicinal, healing power.
Despite being active in at least three fields, he always
preferred and turned out to be a stranger to at least two

fields-of-expression, at one time!

Thus his achievement requires a different sense of
timing, measuring and scaling. His artworks, for instance,
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should be seen in the light of his medical ability and his
socializing ability for a cause.

Metaphorically speaking, a lot of practical experience is
what is hidden between those two layers of each wash
technique with which he paints his own imagery. So what
you see in his works, the form, shape, meaning etc., are
secondary to what might have transpired between those
several layers, which happens to be the actual subject of
his art. The thematic concern of his life and that of his works
thus differ. The forms in his works are hence deceptive as
well as deceptively simple.

He paints that very piece of land, trees, shrubs and the
stretch of field on which he has sown. He sows the very
land which he is going to artistically depict. What is it that
he finds more fulfilling—sowing? Painting what is sown?
Sowing that which is to be painted? And how much of our
conventional attitude is brought out while trying to pose
this set of questions, which draw a clear line between
different preoccupation of the same pair of hands?

The works of another younger Karnataka artist,
K.T.Shivaprasad also share this tendency with
Shankaragowda, of painting those amongst whom one lives
with. This sense of depicting those whom you see everyday,
or the refusal to paint whom you don’t see and only
imagine, provides an enormous and a peculiar sense of
authenticity to these works. This is the way Gowda’s works
belong to a ‘post-aesthetic sensibility’ rather than falling
within the premise of mere aesthetics. In fact his works look
clichéd, kitsch-like of mainstream Indian early-modernist art
if placed within the premise of strict aesthetic boundaries,
which is uncalled for.

An artwork communicating by its own self is a myth. Art
history keeping a record of such works that communicate
by themselves is a meaningful paradox. Words, speech,
writings, letters, archive-natured media, all in all, have
defined artworks with history and historic importance, for
us, today. There is no artwork beyond communicative
means (Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘what” and ‘how’ meeting

o 67 o



together). This is also well known in art institutions wherein
the so called form and content are one and the same.
- Actually it is a high-modemist utopian notion about what they
wanted art to ‘be’ rather than what art ‘was’ if at all there
was something like an ideal situation of/for art. Shivarama
Karantha calls such constructs as “Gods who cannot go
beyond our measure”. Those visual imageries that have
escaped the notion of a society, culture and even a hierarchy
from which they hail from also form a utopian dream.

Utopias exist always in the future thus rupturing/
‘contesting/challenging the sensible relation between time
and space in the Kantian sense. For instance, consider one
of the biggest monolith sculptures, ‘Gommateshwara’ of
Sravanabelagola, from the State from which Shankaragowda
hails. Created a thousand years ago, the name of the
sculptor being anonymous (sponsored or sort of curated by

the then minister Chavundaraya), this sculpture or

‘murthy’—to be specific— (meaning something that is three
dimensional, consciously created and lacks a functional but
not religious application) escaped(s) all the nuances that was
meant to ‘make’ Art out of an imagery. Similarly, by and large,
the history of recent Indian art has also been the history of
art groups than individual talents (Bengal school,
Progressive Art Group, Cholamandal, Shilpi Chakra and the
like). Thus the kind of utopia that Shankaragowda construes
is autobiographical. Some of its pages are in the form of
artworks, others in the form of his family. Few more are in
the form of his image as a maverick. However, it is that kind
of autobiographic sketch whose permanent mode of
expression is ever changing.

If only those works that appeal to the retina can be
termed as expressive works then the German Expressionist,
and similar works might become good art. Shankaragowda’s
works, then, would become myopic visuals, as if he is
looking back at his farming field, field of vision at an old
age, which also has a pinch of truth in it. This has been the
standard formulae to identify a good work from the bad ones,
not in the academics but within the artist community itself,
by and large, since the advent of the recent new media
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Shankaragowda Bettadoor works. Shankaragowda’s works failed to receive a
reasonable reception due to the existence of such notions
about good art, but not during his hey days. Art history in
his case is a history/criticism of today that is trying to value

" the art of his time (60s-80s) from today’s angle. The critical
apparatus is confused as to whether it is looking from today
or looking at those times! However, on the other hand, the
‘nationalisation’ of Bengal painters, on the other hand,
indicates a bright example of the ‘core-margin’ politics set
within itself.

It is easy to mistakenly categorize that the artist
Shankaragowda imbibed a sense of ‘regional’, ‘local’ insight/
angle into his works, due to the influence of the training
through Bengal school. He should have had been local in
order to belong to a regional school which has become a
national school, now. However, his works hold something
that stands out of the influence of such a school, like the
works of K.Venkatappa does. The latter’s works seem to be
an admixture of Bengal school, Calcutta school and
J.J.School of art *6* When a central argument, a culturally
political agenda gets enacted in the border, there exists a
lot of marginal interventions that the center cannot make
sense of. Accordingly, Gowda’s works are about nature. This
is different from those figures that are detached and are the
existential documentation of Birbhum district that most
Bengal artists painted. Those images create a vintage of
humans, animals, birds, nature and the like, that possess a
‘signature’ and a typical address of the local Bengal. There
is a stark difference and contrast between the Bengal
environment and that of Karnataka. For instance, the
landscape and nature-view of Karnataka, as realized by
artists whose life experiences are closely tagged with
. Kannada- related land are about being ‘solitary’ but not
~ ‘lonely’ in a melancholic mode. Bengal art might, due to the
= influence of Zen calligraphy and the Japanese art (due to

% the influence of the likes of Okakura) ‘celebrate’ this
"% environment. The unique character of Karnataka art that
. reflects the shy nature and solitariness of the people here
= is what differentiates it from most of the Bengal works.
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to inculcate such marginal solitariness of Karnataka as a Shankaragowda Bettadoor
part of its own self! [ am speaking about the art of
Shankaragowda in particular. |

(f) Cultural Nostalgia of Intermal Diaspora

The importance of Shankaragowda’s works lies in the
‘erasure’ of the difference in between art and reality, through
his works that actually are not photo-like real. In most cases
they are not even referring to the real world. The trees that
he has lived with for so long, when it comes into his
picture as a represented object, becomes an object which
has been picked by the artist here and now, not for what
it is now, but for what it has been and how it has changed
in the eyes of Shankaragowda and how it has undergone
physiological change, through a span of one life time. The
trees that had shaded him, his family, friends and
acquaintances; the bullock cart that crosses his difficulties
from one bank to the other, the birds flying back home in
the dusk that would have been there only for that one
moment and taught him a lesson of momentariness—all in
all become the reason for their presence in his work. Hence
there is no mere real-depiction in his works, since there is
the memory of changed physiognomy of these objects,
nature and animal. They are no more merely referential to
the actual.

Before the reader further ventures into reading this,
there are a lot of preset details that one needs to be aware

of:

Shankaragowda, who began his career as an artist in
1950s had his first retrospect-show in the first decade of 21*
century, that too at his own expenses but without a tinge of
melancholy added to that. Hailing from a school of thought
that had formulated its philosophic standpoint even before
the birth of gallery culture and art-as-business in India, it
must have been a very uncomfortable situation for the artist,
to hire the gallery at Chitrakala Parishath, Bangalore only a
couple of years ago and realize that he doesn’t have any
motive to move, with his works, into the network of artwork-
gallery-art market and museum nexus. Bengal school of
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visual culture was a mode of life style rather than an
institution that provided a few with a vocation. For those of
whom art is a life-style, turning the table around in the literal
sense and making art might not be ethically worth it. There
is no pun intended in this. The difference between the
domestic and artistic would be absent in such cases. The
gap between empathy and sympathy would be non-existent.
This was an idea that was initiated by the Bauhaus, who not
so very incidentally had a show in Calcutta a hundred years
ago, when the Bengal school was born. Such an ideology
of visual culture logically and theoretically culminates with
the concept of social sculpture of Joseph Beuys. The kind
of works they produced spilled out into the premise of post-
aesthetics and pro-political as well. The difference in-
between the artistic and the domestic is so similar in the
case of Shankaragowda, that it might be a lot difficult for a
lot of art lovers to accept him as an artist, whose definition
of art is defined by the urban, new media, neo-rich, neo-
elitist attitude that has played a major role in defining what
art is to them as well as to others (according to them).

The visual language that began since Renaissance times
attested various and deviant meanings to art objects of
similar Kind. Consider oil paint as an example that
Shankaragowda never used. The way the Bengal school

perceived this media was as a mode to break the colonial

mindset. On the other hand, instead of availing a set of
newer meanings to the known, depicted world, the new
media artists have begun to assign newer media to the
already known, familiar ideas. In this regard, Gowda follows
an emotionless middle path. He used the known media but
assigned a renewed marginal, subaltern meaning to it. Dr.
Shivarama Karantha had satirically called the Bengal school
paintings as, “those backboneless, tuberculosis figures”.
Gowda, belonging to a generation younger to Karantha,
brought in a similar mocking tone and method to the art of
wash tempera. The nature of this media allows one to ‘add’
meanings by the ‘subtraction’ of what it presumed to be 'the
memory’ of the Euro-centric media like oil, so to say.

This can be further explained. In wash-tempera style,
watercolour is applied meticulously, layer after layer, as
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if there are a lot more different things to’be done to what
seems right. Usually in oil media the layers follows upon
mainly when a change is in consideration. The colour
‘sucked in” by the paper surface remains while the overdue,
accumulated paint is removed under running water, only for
the process to be repeated innumerably. It denotes the
metaphor of life’s recycling process itself, or, as the Buddhist
would say—the wheel of birth and death is on constant move
in wash tempera technique! Shankaragowda, in his works,
reveals that he has been a free user of this technique as if
he is choosing both the atheist and theist qualities and
commixing them together as if they go well with each other.
‘The result would be anything other than the known
categories, not even the idea of agnosticism. The end result
of this technique makes the colour glow from ‘inside’ as

against, say, a painted surface with thick impasto that>

behaves according to the sunlight (or artificial light) falling
on it, thus becoming a variant but the necessary source of
light.

The light in this case is ‘external’ while in the wash
technique in which those Indian miniatures are rendered
with, contains light from ‘within’. Perhaps for the very reason
there is no dramatic, theatrical light (chiaroscuro-like)
amongst Bengal figures and works. (works of Abhanindranath
Tagore, Chugtai, Nandalal Bose and miniature in the general
sense). Hence this is read as a divine light by various art
historians of Nandan magazine fame, annually published by
the department of Art History in Kala Bhavana. But the other
miniature historians seem to have been blind to this special
light. Many are even unaware of the mutual differences in-
between various wash techniques. Many might not even
agree that this very paragraph is trying to read and
differentiate miniatures and Shankaragowda’s works,
theoretically.

The main technical difference in between the techniques
of Gowda’s works in a range of five decades is the
‘minimization’ of this technique. It has been personalized
by this artistic agnostic. Like the Bauhaus ideology, the
desire to ‘decorate’ motifs is kept to minimal effort in his
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works. The intention of the ‘international style’ was to use
this simplicity for a sense of general reception, beyond
various possible categories of barriers (geography, ethnic,
culture and the like). In almost all his works what strikes
first is his statement that “minimizing insists upon
maximum effort”. ,

The clichéd notion of the dialectic of ‘form-content’ was
very much an active and alive aspect when Gowda was
initiated into art as a way of life. The relevance of this,
however, today, in his works, is that you get to see more of
‘what lies beneath’ rather than what happens on the surface.
On the contrary, Clement Greenberg is the utopian
modernist who insisted upon things happening on the
‘surface’. Gowda took off from where Greenberg concluded,
with the death of Jackson Pollock in the 50s. On a larger
scale the time-space of Gowda’s painting regime, the last
fifty years, is also the span in which the dialogue between
the objective surface/subjective depth of an artwork took
unpredictable turns and twists. These changes refused to
affect Shankaragowda’s perceptual experience in art as well
as in life.

Gowda'’s works are neither simplistic nor naturalistic, or,
to be frank, do not endorse any Puritanism of categorisation.
Most of the images within his paintings are landscapes.
These were the images that existed in reality, in the outside
world, then and remain within the painted imagery only, now,
due to the onslaughter of urbanisation. These landscapes
once real but no more so remain real only in/as Gowda’s
art thus acquiring a totally newer meaning to our

understanding of what is real. It has been a tradition with

% | the Kannada litterateurs (and filmmakers to a reasonable

extent) to create a reality that is unique to this language
oriented-State, though in itself being an artificial construct.

The views in his works that were referred from the
actual object once upon a time are absent in reality and are
real only within his imagined world—the world of Gowda’s
painting. So the artworks remain what they are, physically,
but due to the change of the outside nature, the meanings
within the artworks undergo a change. It is a change in
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our understanding of what we mean by nostalgia, that is
bothersome to the yet living artist. Is it a meaning that he
foresaw, evoked and meant? The classically acclaimed
Bengal masters’ works do not suffer from this due to the
rather slower alteration and urbanization of Birbhum district,
that was a primary subject to their landscapes. The familiarity
of those works due to their popularity in itself serves as a
good reason for this. The cultural, economic and political
history of Karnataka from the past fifty years is thus closely
knit within these landscapes, in a certain sense, as well.

And now, Shankaragowda refuses to budge out of the
habit of painting those very landscapes, again and again. The
object is the one that has changed but the subjective
approach remains the same. The object remains the same,
‘but the meaning or the change in meaning assigned to it,
due to the changing world re-defines the object constantly,
thus problematising the very notion of the reality of a given
object in Gowda’s works. For instance he might paint the
same naagara-Kallu (stone carving of the religious snake) but
this referent which was real earlier due to naaga-puja, might
become esoteric and seem exotic now. An object of
reference, due to the mere re-representation of itself after
a span of time acclaims the role of esoterism and exoticism,
for no crime on its path. Within this kind of object in
Shankaragowda’s works, the silent sufferers are what are
referred as ‘anorexic’ (without a will of its own) according
to Norman Bryson. According to Dr.D.R. Nagaraj, a well
known cultural theoretician from Karnataka, Dr.Shivarama
Karantha’s notion of politics stopped at 1950s, though he
lived till 1990s. Both the artist and Karantha were- almost
contemporaries facing similar problematics of Gandhian
ideology, at the same time.

Aesthetically speaking, if the western modemnist attention
to the surface of an artistic image is intensified, what suffers
is that imaginary experienc\:,\e that lies underneath it. This is
also the famous argument between the Greenberg and
T.J.Clarke. And it is true even the other way round, which
more or less is categorised as}» the classical notion according
to those who did not belong/to it. Gowda’s nostalgia begins
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Shankaragowda Bettadoor in a strange way: fifty years agc;‘he painted those trees, flora
and fauna, seated in front of them. Even then, those visuals
were the first kind of nostalgia: he painted those land on
which the ‘address’ (John Berger’'s term) of the ancestors
were evident. From then onwards, nostalgia itself was split
into two. The nostalgia of the object and that of the artist.

' the objective-nostalgia, or the nostalgia suffered by the
object within the works.might have seen the personality of
the artist and hence his very behavioral gestures changing
over the decades, as the artist turned into a doctor, a socialist
and a farmer. The same hand refused to depict the same
object. The older objects within his earlier works were
nostalgic about its own kind which would no more be
represented by the artist due to his changed persona. The
last layer of newer nostalgia is in the process wherein the
earlier object realizes that its expectation of newer object
(at the loss of the older kind) by the changed artist itself
has been impossible. It was not the post man who
delivered the post this time, but what he delivered was
nothing other than the same old post!

Now, after five decades, there is a second set of
nostalgia: that view that evoked the first kind of nostalgia is
deleted/erased due to the physical loss aof that which existed
then, geographically! Elsewhere, the classic tale of
industrialization giving way to 'nostalgia of poetry
(H.W.Longfellow) and paintings (Turner and Constable) in
England, for instance, has become the very tradition that
was opposed by the one who evoked a nostalgia of a local
kind as is evident in Gowda’s works. The political and
ethical nostalgia continue to be in constant dialogue within
his works.

Thus his works put to stake the notion of modernity:
when was modernism in India? There were several of them,
only a few chosen one gets approved after identifying itself
' _in groups. And the marginal modernities become
subservient to the one’s approved, wherein the idea,
ideology of the mainstream modern is passed on as that
which also belong to the margin, like those forest gods that
became the vehicles of the urban gods, subsequently.
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‘Internal diaspora’ and ‘multiple modernities’ are the two
important art historical categories that can justify the very
artistic life styles of people like Shankaragowda Bettadoor.

Gowda’s works address the cultural problematics of
twentieth century, rather than address an artistic one. It is
the notion of exiledom, diaspora within the very nation one
is born into, that he refers through his imagery! Those who
willfully migrate do not suffer this nostalgia as much as
those who have been re-located within a given, known
cultural space mainly due to the developmental projects of
the ruling power of a given nation. Nostalgia is more painful
in internal diaspora because those victims see that their
own neighbours are not being cheated by fate & politics in
the way they are! Different types of people are not worth a
comparisém whereas those of similar prototypes are
immediately subject to create an unfair notion of hierarchy.
The current artist’s works address this issue on several
levels, connected to art and cultural on different premises.

Though the images are the same the meanings have
drastically modified. Derrida’s notion of ‘erasure’ is evident
in his works in the form of contemporary-postcolonial
internal diasporic culture in its regional avataar. Consider
an example. When one recalls this artist’s overall images,
it is not the visuals that impress us but the feel it evokes.
Neither can everyone feel this similarly. For those who don't
feel his works there can be no visuals. The signifier (the
.JVisual in the form of retinal textures) and the meaning it
evokes (signified) are commonly understood to appear first
and mean next, in the same order. However, this bifurcation
and hierarchy itself faces a problem similar to that of dividing
a being between body and soul. This is a dialectical
‘methodology of perceiving visuals in the convention of art
historical terms. This somehow helps grasp Gowda’s works
in a newer light. That visual design that escapes the notion
of being a ‘signifier’ can bother us first in his works. It can
particularly bother those who like the profession of Indian
farming in the way it actually exists today. It is a gamble. So
is the watching process of a field when the artist’s memory
of that very specific field has been ruptured variedly due
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Shankaragowda Bettadoor to artistic, economic, social and domestic metamorphosis
over past five decades. However, it escapes a common
sensical logic as to how the signified can exist without the
signifier or the other way round. Even if the signifier or
signified can exist independently, their independent
existence delete their categorisation as so on and so forth.
The Kantian notion of the known world phenomena and
something outside itself (naumina) might help us grasp what
I am trying to reach out in Gowda’s work. There js no
Kantian priori in these works.

The notion of naumina (unknown, but presumed to exist)
is what we understand by standing only within the premise
of phenomena (that can sensorily be testified). However,
while thinking about nomina, there is no ‘nomina’ other than
the one seen from the phenomenological position. In other
words Kant helps us to believe in the existence of
something outside our senses or our sensory experience,
and to receive this information, you need to depend upon
the sensory approval of thought process! The ultraviolet
colour in rainbow, sixth sense, gods and demons could be
such entities. Kant also helps us understand the difference
between phenomena and naumina in Gowda’s works. This
is exactly wherein his works differ from his contemporary
landscapists like N.Hanumaiah and Rumale
Chennabasavaiah. By doing so it is also in tune with the
modernist Greenberg’s notion to approve and praise the
unique qualities in his works.

The core essence of Hanumaiah’s landscapes is the awe
contained within. A simple view of Mysore looks like a huge
Himalayan range that acts as a security wall of a nation. A
mere mountainscape becomes a barricade. Similarly what
is specific of Gowda’s works is the way he develops a
peculiar kind of nostalgia that aids in relocating a genre of
art and the psychology of the artist, both at the same.

(V)

The one healthy way to perceive Bettadoor’'s works,
today, is to delete the preconceived notion about his works,
", that exists today-like deleting the cookies in a computer.
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Some are good, they are to be retained. The modes of Shankaragowda Bettadoor

perceiving works that exist today all around him are as

follows that might degrade the true essence of his works:

a) there ha(d)s been no tradition of art writing around him

. during his formative as well as established years.

b) The writers who could have written about his works,
those who were his contemporaries, were
G.Venkatachalam, P.R.Thippeswamy, B.V.K. Shastry who
were basically employing journalistic tradition of art
writing. The writings about his works till now, which are
very few, ‘describe’ the works, provide the ‘details’ of
his life as told to them by himself. It is a specific political
construct. And they also believe that the best of such
writing leads to formalistic analysis.

Gowda remained an artist outside the premise of
urbanism that was the only source of inspiration, whatsoever,
to him as an artist. Hence there is no role given to him—
along with Svetoslav Roerich, another diasporic artist—in the
formation of fifty years of Karnataka art history. At the same,
it is the art history that suffered because it lacks a rural
experience that was the core essence of the specific
landscapes that emerged from this land.

Non-complementary visuals within a frame

Writing about Gowda is like writing about a modernist
from a postmodernist position. His visual language comes
to us from an unpredictable dimension. Due to the way
Bengal Renaissance was projected to us, the young
dgeneration of Karnataka, through official machinery was so
powerful that we almost thought that Vivekananda and
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa were from our land, though
ethically they belong to us then and now. It is also true that
a sustained art historical discipline alone can construe a
historicity for the art around it, and Karnataka lacked it. This
is evident if one looks at such historicisation of Kannada
literature, at the cost of visual arts, films and theatre to a
great extent. The history of past fifty years, the best years
of Shankaragowda, is also the history of the lack of phonetic
and verbal association of visuals within the circumstance
immediately around him. :
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Gowda’s works, though most are landscapes, pledge to
differ from the Bengal landscapes. Over there, the
landscapes and the people in it are the visuals watched by
the bhadralok, those who don’t belong to that clan. There
is a definite class and taste-hierarchy between the watched
and the one who watches. Gowda has a poetic approach to
his subjects but not too poetic like Venkatappa’'s views of
“Ooty”. At the same, it is a ropewalk between being too
romantic and too rustic. In this sense he is a solitary
superman (like Nietzsche’s concept of superman being at
one extreme end, the beast on the other end and man acting
as a rope connecting both of them). There is an umbilical
connection between ‘what’ he paints and the ‘way’ he paints.
They are neither total outdoors of the wild nor the enclosed
interiors that shuts any outdoor view. If Constable paints a
garden and Turner paints an untamable nature, Gowda finds
solace in an intermediary position. Gowda’s “fHabbakke
thandha harakeya kuri” (medieval Basavanna’s vachana,
meditative verses written in mundane language, which says
that the sacrificial goat ate the decorative leafs meant to
celebrate its own sacrifice). He nurtures a modest tone in
his rendering while that of Venkatappa is of a typical
preacher. Gowda’s works explore the complicity within the
parameters of modesty which is one of the reason for his
pronounced anonymity as an artist.

These works have a character to describe rather than be
visible in its whole essence, at one go. The images are to
be ‘read’ rather than ‘seen’, like say shifting a calendar page
at regular intervals at certain specific times. It also contains
the essence of a snake-ladder game. There are ‘pointers’
within the picture that wander but come back to itself. There
is no heroic narrative as such and none of his image
dominates over the other. Gowda’s works are like those
Rococco works that celebrate the responsibility of not being
eligible to build in a hierarchy of imageries.

This is the core essence of Shankaragowda’s works.
Every time one‘looks at theim, one becomes aware about
the very societal positioning of the artist. The recent decades
have seen the egotism of the artist community to the hilt,
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at the turn of the century. And Gowda doesn’t belong to this
category. His ambiguity, doubts and non-conformity draws
allegories to art pedagogician’s problematic position in
contemporary times. There cannot be teachers anymore,
there can be only guides. So the work, in other words,
actually captures the spirit of artist’s social position that has
been transgressed through the last five decades. The
question of authorship, ownership, the transformation of
work to text (in Roland Barthian sense of the term) etc. are
the issues to which his works stands as testimony. It is easy
to, but deceptively so, to search for the author of the twice-
imaginary picture painted ‘within’ the actual imaginary
piece—in the scroll painting. |

One within the Other, Recurrently

After his education from Santiniketan in the 50s,
Shankaragowda kept away from the growing Indian
metropolis like Bangalore, Delhi and Bombay. The second
modification he brought about into the ideal of being an artist
is, instead of practicing art or becoming an art teacher or
opening an art school, he began to practice art, ayurvedic
medicine and farming—all at the same outside the urban
situation. Non-urban and multiple preoccupation of an artist
were the two aspects that distinguish him from his
contemporaries. R.M.Hadapad initiated the Ken School of Art
in Bangalore after he branched out of an art school at Hubli.
By then A.N. Subbarao’s Kala Mandira school of art
(Bangalore) and D.V.Halabhavi’s school of art (Dharwar) were
already set, which were the greenest pasteur for
Shankaragowda to explore. The layers of his life’s
preoccupation and the pictures within his scroll picture are
mutually analogous.

There is a specific construed artistic attitude that his
body of works negate. Each of his physical work cannot be
seen as ‘one’. There are several elements in each work,
'~ which when put together, makes a sense of one,
homogenous experience. In fact the wﬁole idea of looking
at one physical artwork as one is the result of the economic-
political reception of art via the gallery culture*6*
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The way specific pictorial forms and shapes of Gowda'’s
works, recurring in various of his other works have a
semblance with the characters that recur in various other
films of the Spanish surrealist film director Louie Bunuel.
For instance, a distinct tree that stands out in one of Gowda’s
works, becomes a part of a groove in another painting, thus
reminding the overall essence of the first picture-within-the-
second one. It also means setting one frame within the other
like as is explained in the first art work we have discussed,
wherein there is a scroll painting within an actual scroll
painting. It is a matter of great importance that the whole
essence of a picture frame is condensed within a part of
itself. When the form or shape recurs in another painting,
they evoking a kind of hidden, subdued paradox within the
second frame. Even the films by German filmmaker
Alexander Kluger deliberately manipulates such a
methodology. Such ‘vertically invading’ critical outlooks are
necessary to position Gowda’s works in a fresh position,
even before his works are dealt with thoroughly, for the first
time ever. Thus most of Gowda’s works are those that
multiply challenge the definition/habit of categorizing one
framed art work as ‘one’ as against the Barthian notion of
reading them as/as a part of a larger/wider text.

Sub-Visual Tale

There is a specific article by R.Siva Kumar in one of the
annual Kala Bhavana magazine ‘Nandan’ which analyses a
self portrait of Binod Bihari Mukherjee. He is showing his
back to the audience, while revealing what he is painting
on the small paper/canvas that he is holding on his squatted
legs, while he himself is looking out of the door at the
landscape which is about to appear on the picture format
in a while, within the given picture. There is a lot of
semblance between this self portrait and the scrolled,
narrative-self portrait by Shankaragowda. The starking
similarity is that one cannot perceive the given picture frame
and the picture painted within the painted frame at the same,
in both the pictures. Both have their origins in the bone-less
style which is typical of Santiniketan wash temﬁera
technique. It is also noteworthy that the cheap red tape
pieces pasted all round Shankaragowda’s works also speaks
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a lot in grey layers, which cannot be easily categorized in
black and white as due to poverty or negligence. Once again
it would be important to note that between the beginning
and ending of this lengthy essay, the painting was literally
lost (and perhaps lost forever), again perhaps due to
ignorance or negligence. Somehow, the way Gowda has
preserved (or not preserved) his works reminds one about
the general debate around the works of Ram Kinker Baij and
the destruction of Bamiyan Buddha—they were destined to
be so and their deterioration/destruction was
predetermined.

Beyond Stylisations
Bettadoor is 80 years old. Some of the prominent artists

of Karnataka are younger to him by thirty years. By the time"

he received his art education Clement Greenberg’s notion
of modernism was well pronounced through his seminal
essay, “Modernist Painting” (1936, later reprinted in 1960s).
The ideal of Kala Bhavana had arrived at a logical
conclusion. Greenberg had said that the ultimate moksha
of a painting was to reach its own actual characterization—
two dimensionality. Shankaragowda created his works in a
media that was influenced by the wash technique derived
by his guru Abhanindranath, which was in protest to this oil
media that was held so very relevant by Greenberg in
defining modernity through ‘Modernist Painting’. Analogously
and arguably, as an ardent student and follower of the Bengal
school, the works of Shankaragowda aims at being sincere
to the wash tempera method. The Santiniketan gouache was
to Shankaragowda as was two dimensionality to Greenberg’s
notion about modernist painting.

The fifty years in which Bettadoor has been active has
also been a very crucial half century in which the ‘isms’
tapered logically. On the other end, newer media works
redefined the very definitjon of art and its history in practice
and theory and operation. People like Arthur Danto
pronounced the ‘death of art’ during the same period. Thus
it is a context when the global notion of art was turned
upside down or, rather, inside out. The lifetime of this artist
has undergone so many experiential jerks that he has gone
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through the habit of handwriting the idea of a letter, manually
copy notes in the age of cyclostyling, photocopy his own
drawings and finally make digital printouts of his works.
Painting seems to face a similar challenge in the age of
newer media and new media. Mark Chagall, Hussain and
K.K.Hebbar were the other artists who have seen a/the
similar half century, and retained a process of painting
which, by and large, also meant a ‘resistance’ to all these
new awareness.

There is a certain generalized belief that.such artists do
not change the media or style, more or less, throughout their
lifespan. It is like an Indian actor struck to one specific kind
of acting due to his own popularity and the demand that his
fans make. There is something more, beyond-this mere
generalization. Perhaps the birth of a specific stylization
and the initiation of art galleries in India happened at the
same time and this relation is in no way unconnected to
each other or merely coincidental. Hence we need to look
at Shankaragowda’s works from the point of stylization,
formalism etc. and see whether this method of perceiving
his artistic preoccupation justifies his involvement in art.

The one occasion to ‘see’ his works, to see them at one
place and to see them at once happened recently (in 2005)
which means that it occurred pretty late in his lifetime as
an artist, when he was almost in his late seventies. It was a
self-organised retrospect show by Shankaragowda Bettadoor
at Chitrakala Parishath in Bangalore. There Is a difference
between watching an artist’'s work over a span of fifty
years and watching the works of fifty works of an artist
at once at the end.

In the best of his works there is a sense of
belongingness to a place, in particular the place he hails
from, which also happens to be the place to which he
returned to stay back throughout his life time despite the
lure of the capital city like Delhi offering him a career, after
his famous group involvement in the making of mural for
Gandhi bhavana in the 50s. He went out of that place which
inspired his works, only for a while, to study at Santiniketan.
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His rural works are not those that were indirect indications
of a nostalgic yearning by an urban artist. Most Indian art
and artists ‘form’ a generation whose spirit is generated by
urbanism. Gowda and his artworks are exceptions to this
notion of modern and contemporary Indian art.

In other words, Bettadoor’s landscapes are not pure and
mere landscape paintings, as is argued and hinted at already.
They are views of landscape minus its romanticism and
(mere) realistic references. The way he paints a massive tree
could stand as an allegory to a huge banyan tree that
encouraged enlightenment to various mahatmas in Indian
history. Outdoor and the religious medieval saints of
Karnataka are somehow interrelated. Most realizations for
various medieval saints happened outdoors. At the same it
is the ‘outdoor’ that the medieval bhakti saint/poet
Basavanna so much refers to as the site for jangamas (those
who are constantly on the move, as against ‘sthaavara’,
meaning static). Bettadoor—being from a caste that hails
Basavanna’s castelessness—has made him create works that
resounds such an intention of the meta-physical aspects and
power structures of outdoors a la landscapes.

While most outdoor scenes of this artist possess such
dual identity as real and metaphorical, dual ambiguity
between the real/metaphor and real or/and metaphor, there
is a third angle available to them. The huge tree, the sky,
the ground, the water and in between all these, a small
rabbit, a squirrel, a stone-carving of a pious snake and a real
snake next to it, the illustration for vacanas (medieval
religious, devotional popular poetry), all of them suggest a
sort of divinity to the scenes. It is a kind of divinity that is
not totally devoid of its physical, existential meanings and
feelings. In the history of Karnataka arf, Rumale
Chennabasappa, a slightly senior landscapist to Bettadoor,
is famously associated with this Van Gogh-like religious-
naturescapes. It was not a mere coincidence that Rumale
was a bachelor and assigned a spiritual angle to it. His
kaayakalpa (rejuvenating the body) and spiritual
associations are well known. However, Bettadoor cannot be
called as a mere spiritualist-landscapist.
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His works can be truly defined with the aid of the spirit
of the famous Kannada statement “Uttama Prabhuthva
Lolalotte” (meaning the best of the governance is a sham).
The first two words are derivatives of Sanskrit while the third
is a typical Kannada slang. It is parodying the hierarchical
and hegemonic construct of the mainstream-popular,
Sanskrit-Kannada and the similar cultural notions. Similarly,
the grand landscapic views of this artist are always tagged
with tiny snakes, birds and the like.

(VI)

Let us come back to the scroll paintings that Bettadoor
painted in the 50s as a student of Kala Bhavana, which had
remained with him till recently as one of the first and best
work. It is already informed that it is a real scroll of painted
imagery with an imagined scroll within it, with images of lot

- of reality in it. Interestingly, Gowda was the only artist from

Karnataka to have studied in Kala Bhavana from past seven
decades. K.Venkatappa, a veteran artist of Karnataka studied
in Calcutta, and not at Santiniketan as many writers about
K.V occasionally claim by mistake and mostly by choice.
The ideological difference between the art schools at
Santiniketan and Calcutta, in theory, is the difference
between Derrida and the Upanishads.

Shankaragowda studied at Santiniketan between 1951 to
1956. it seems his guru Ram Kinker Baij had told him that
“if you get married, you cannot become an artist”. At
certain point, in retrospect, Shankaragowda laments that his
guru’s prediction became true, for he did not get the
recognition that he seems befitting to him. This creates a
black hole in the historicity of Karnataka art. It was a
retrospect exhibition that ‘he arranged for himself’ which
tells a lot, beyond what it seems. If he had the appropriate
recognition, would he have had become the pioneer of
Karnataka modernity, owing to his views/images’
belongingness to the culture of the land since they had that
proximity with the literature of the land which defined its

Cultural phase?

Ironically, when he had his retrospect, there was another
retrospect about Abhani Sen from Bengal, sponsored by the
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Rightlines Art gallery in Bangalore. It is a dramatic irony that
the capital of a State was a mute spectator in the form of
‘lack of sponsorship’ while another equivalent talent from
Bengal from where Shankaragowda had his artistic initiation,
was sponsored for a retrospect in an ‘other’ land!

An analogy for Bauhaus

Critically looking at them, the works in retrospect and
the retrospect-show definitely had an hierarchy and
hegemonic order from within. Those works by Bettadoor,
done in the beginning with a stark influence of Bengal
school also happen to be the best of his works for the reason
that our perceiving eyes are conditioned by the way we have
been taught to perceive the works of Bengal school which
implies: considering, more or less, the works of artists who
had physical proximity to Santiniketan, Kala Bhavana and the
Bengal school. Those who studied there, but went back to
their hometowns, have been art historically represented as
pioneers of their own land who had been to Santiniketan.
The hegemonic male order of the Bengal school is obvious
and its politics as well, for it does not inculcate the
contribution of those who shared the spirit of the school but
were from elsewhere. The disturbing question is, were their
geographical difference and distance the only two reasons
for a pronounced silence towards acknowledging the
contribution of those men-with-a-difference? The marginal
are not considered even in that visual art school which was
initially born out of the notion that the art of the eastern
countries in general and India in particular are
marginalized by the west, Europe and oil media!

This stark irony is what has multiply marginalized
Shankaragowda Bettadoor’s works, even to this day. Perhaps
the irony is tripled if one considers that even within the
Karnataka State, the historicisation of art, artworks and
artistic acitivity has been predominantly urban, and
Bettadoor stayed away from it. The age old notion, so much
in vogue during the heydays of Bettadoor, that art saves itself
from itself, art for arts’ sake etc and the like proved to be
fatal to the visual legitimization of his own perceptions.
Perhaps it was a self conscious attempt to believe in what
he believed in. ;
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It is also true that his works remained within the premise
of what one can call as a singular style or stylized, looking
at it in that particular context. It seems that his works have
a similarity with the works of Navodaya literature of the 50s
and 60s and the black and white Kannada movie age, with
all its true essence. It is the post-midnight kids who have
categorized so and the lack of an archiving agency for visual
culture in the State is one of the reason for such a
categorization, as well. Such chronologic classification
demystifies the variety born in the same time-span. What
Bettadoor did was actually what Mark Chagall and Hebbar
had done, but differently. There was a nostalgia, a yearning
to retain what was obvious to change—the memory of an
age in the case of Bettadoor and that of the birth place in
the case of Chagall and Hebbar.

It seems strange but true that if one wants to paint
nostalgia, he/she needs to be away from the subject of
nostalgia, be it a place or an object, by chance or choice. It
is true even in this age of diaspora, wherein being
elsewhere, and making home away from home seem to have
become the rule of the day. *7* Hebbar and writer Yeshwanth
Chittala stayed away from the place.to which they belonged
to even from within their creative expression (in Bombay,
for too long). Shankaragowda did not give way to such
nostalgia. In other words, his kind of nostalgia was peculiar_
and unique. He lived in the same place he was born into
(Raichur), tilled the same land which he had seen as a child,
but realized that the same place has changed over the time,
since he underwent change, thus giving way to the
realization of a nostalgia of what one is able to physically
experience here and now.

It is already well known a fact that Shankaragowda
practicef:l art, farming and ayurvedic medicine—
simultaneously, for more than half a decade. When one of
his daughter was suffering from severe bouts of recurring
headache, the artist spent a lot of money, time and variety
of medicinal practitioners towards it, in vein. At certain point,
he says that he bought a book on ayurveda, practiced it and
started medicating his daughter. The patient was cured of
her disease and the artist became a much sought after doctor
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in the surrounding villages. The artist got out of this
- headache in this way, and this is the life style in which he
peads, which is beyond the comprehension of an urbanite
socialite artistic community.

Recalling some of his experience as a student at
Santiniketan, this artist says that he used to paint pretty fast.
A specific tutor used to insist on seeing the key sketch first
and then approve of the final execution of the work. Our
artist used to do the key sketches so fast that he was finally
exempted from the double stages of making art—key sketch
and then the final work. Both became the same. It is unusual
that a student had bothered his tutor. Thus he had a very
independent outlook towards artistic practices which also
implied the availability of alternative life style for him.
Gowda can converse in Hindi, Bengali, Kannada and English.
“Since I have taken retirement from farming, now, I am
going to take art much more seriously” say the 80s year
young artist.

Shankaragowda is an artist who can treat his art as only
a ‘part’ of his life and be contempt with where his art has
taken (or not) him. Such artists are rare in Karnataka or
elsewhere, if one considers the kind of accolade that Hebbar
got, Venkatappa yearned to get and R.M.Hadapad deserved
to get. His pictures are like Haiku poems, small elements
in even bigger pictures attract one’s attention thus focusing
one’s concentration only onto selected spaces within each
painting. The overall canvas is not for uniform viewership
at once. It means that there is something more to the gaze
than available in his works. What happens to those painted
imagery apart from yielding to the gaze, in his works, is a
mystery. A small rabbit here, a stone snake next to a real
one being painted in wash technique which in itself stays
a step away from being hyper real, the birds performing
multiple function like flying in the sky as a reality, but
making a pattern to redefine the sky as such as a thematic
concern etc—are all an active part of his work even to this

day.
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His best contribution, according to me, is his visual
imageries availed to the medieval Kannada poetry called
vachanas, that were, by and large, being visualized in such
a kitchy and pastiche mode that the actual essence of the
vacanas are subdued. This is the story of all illustrations
about vachanas that have come till date, in the print media.
As a comparison, consider the landscapes that emerged
from the Mysore province. N.Hanumalah, K.Venkatappa and
Y.Subramanya Raju did landscapes that were views of a
passerby, tourist. Shankaragowda’s imageries are too causal,
was available but is becoming rare due to urbanization. They
are visuals that don’t even stay for too long when they are
truly available in reality. They are sheer passing moments,
like say, the visuals in Ukiyo-e prints.

There is a certain ‘specificity’ to what this artist paints.
It is the land that he has walked around, it is the tree that
he has touched, it is the land he has farmed that also
happens to be what he has painted. The phrase ‘smell of
the soil’, so much referred by Kannada litterateurs is actually
this. A specific John Bergerian address is availed to the geo-
body of these visuals. They are tiny yet attempts to contain
the deceptively tiny and simplified essence of the vacanas
within the landscapes.

The politics of the wash tempera technique of the Kala
Bhavana school is what is discarded while the very method
is used by the artist. This can be termed as the localisaltion
and regional intervention into an artistic device that is
goaded with political radicalism against, say, Ravi Varma’s
oil painting technique a la westernization.

However, this social activist and a farmer-activist that he
is, Shankaragowda has shown, exhibited and displayed his
works only in regional centers like Hubli, Bangalore. This
makes his political choice very tactful. That which is
contained within seems to also be that which is around. The
aesthetic and politics meet together at certain point. The
artist was also a member of Lalitkala Academy of Karnataka.
Artists who were half his age have already got monographs
published about them selves, while Shankaragowda stands
aloof as an unrecognized, unpublicized personality.
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The recent interest in Russian soviet art, communist art
by .the c'apitalist is one good analogous example to the
popularity that Shankaragowda is regaining. The technique
that was imbibed by Gowda is something politically goaded
and when he emptied such a meaning out of a media, he
was deleting politics out of a political issue. It is an
interesting aspect, which is similar to the futuristic feel that
the urban concrete forest of yester years (now) becomes
pleasant and becomes a fact of yearning at certain point.

It is strange that a study of his works and the background
from which they emerged also leads to the study of the
contextual navodaya literary movement that happened all
around him, when he was in the hey days of his painterly
life. Romanticism was at its best in visual culture during
those times. It was like Wordsworth tiny poem ‘Daffodils’
or Japanese Haiku poetry: What is very interesting is the
way his works cross-connect to imageries produced
elsewhere by creators of totally different attitudes. I am
referring to the landscapes that he painted about the very
land that he had farmed, with that of the characters from
Devanooru’s short novel “Odalaala” in Kannada, wherein
the people eat the stolen groundnut in a mysterious light
that might be reminiscent of Van Gogh’s “Potato Eaters”.*8*
-In this sense, Shankaragowda’s works have a sense of ritual
at work in his works.

Ritual Acts _

- Gowda’s painterly style hasn‘t changed from past half a
century, when the rest of the world never kept quiet even
for a while. This habit not to change when everything around
you does, is something which emerged as a kind of ritual
in Indian visual art history. This is more so with painters
and printmakers. To remain constant in the time of change
itself is a change and the main theme of Shankaragowda
while remaining in such a constant/change was to paint about
nostalgia. Painting for nostalgia is different from painting
nostalgically. His media, idea, subtlety has not altered. But
art itself is a ritual for him. His understanding of human
beings has changed after he had changed himself into an
artist, after he completed his studies at Santiniketan. He still
seems to continue the tradition of a marginal school, that
too while himself being positioned in a marginal way. It is
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so because he is a marginalized artist of a regional school
later turned into a nationalistic school. Hence the overall
archiving and documentation about Shankaragowda includes
a casually informative video, countable number of
newspaper articles, an M.Phil dissertation while it excludes
all the things that are necessary to construe an artistic
identity for him in a decent manner. Mediocrity and an
inability to theoretically position him is the common points
that links all visual and verbal publications about him till
date.

There is another positive way of looking at his works.
e became an artist during a period when Gandhian
influence was immense,’and continued to feel comfortable
being an artist till Gandhian aura faded off. Shankaragowda
was aware of the ideological differences Gandhi and Tagore
had in between. 5

Yet, he painted murals of Gandhi at Delhi with a keen
sense of anxiety that he recalls even today. More than all
these things, or due to a diverse preoccupation, he has
continued to be a political activist aware of and involved in
the shudra-brahminical, urban-rural, city-me‘tropolitan,
navodaya-navya-navyothara, dalit discourses. He was an
active member of the Kaagodu satyagraha (a farmers
movement that took place in Kaagodu district of Karnataka).
Despite such diverse preoccupation and perhaps for this
very reason, he wanted to find more homogeneity in his art,
stylistically. These are the best achievement of this
multifaceted man, who also happened to be an artist. For
the same reason his works from past five decades seem to
emerge from a similar style. He was involved in a more in-
depth expression, telling it in a clichéd mode. His works
attempt to escape globalization rather than be based within
the framework of the ‘regional’. However, regionalism is not
pitched against global attitude in his case. This is has been
and remains to be true with his very life style. Whenever
he comes to Bangalore one can seen him in one of those
hotel rooms, that too in the second or third floor, that too
when is crossing 80years. He doesn’t wear glasses, doesn’t
wait for the lift to come down, walks down comfortably and
speaks interestingly about how to tackle boredom. As he
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moves towards the hotel next to the famous Kapali theatre,
very few artists are evident there. But the farmers and their
leaders, using a green turban for various purpose—as a
headgear or a waist belt, for instance—wave it towards him.
Shankaragowda’s bow like body nods back at them as he
doesn’t wait or stand to speak to them. Even the food
suppliers know his taste for healthy food as well as his
timing. Even otherwise, he would not mind waiting for
almost eternity. Patience, for him, has been ‘the’ remedy for
boredom. And he often converts this patience into art. Hence
there is a meditative attitude in his works. These are works
whose reference points are real, the lived-reality than the
seen-reality and that adds authenticity to his works.
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FOOTNOTES

See: “In Search of a Third Genius”, an essay by
H.A.Anil Kumar in the workshop/exhibition catalogue
published to commemorate the centenary of Ram
Kinker Baij, Editor: Amit Mukhopadhyay, 2007,
Bhuvaneshwar Lalitkala Academy. The idea that the
Bengal school and its official artists—not excluding
Binode Bihari Mukherjee—is a self-conscious
institutional construct. This construct excludes the
addressal of the contribution of the marginal (even
geographically) artists who studied at Santiniketan
but never stayed back. I have suggested the
possibility of a third personality of those celebrated
artists of Kala Bhavana in possibly a metaphoric
form, beyond their personalities as projected/
construed by (a) the practical teachers of most
Indian art schools and (b) by the art history tutors.
For instance Ram Kinker, as a specific artistic-spirit
can be identified in the art-activism of R.M.Hadapad
who pioneered an art movement in the name of Ken
School of Art in Bangalore since 1960s.

Read: Umberto Eco’s six page essay “City of
Robots”. f

The ‘modesty’ of the artist is similar to the ‘modesty
of criticism’ which is a popular utopian belief that
reigns in Kannada literary practice. To be more
specific, the history of criticism of Kannada literature
that form the only source of Kannada cultural
discourse believes in modesty/humbleness-in-
criticism as one of the virtues, perhaps through best
of them (G. l'l Nayak and H.S. Raghavendra Rao have
repeatedly “insisted upon this virtue in various
interviews about their ‘critical practice.) It is this
cultural age within which Shankaragowda will be
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easily placed, though those literary personalities
(litterateurs) who are the authority of Kannada
cultural discourse haven't contributed to the visual
discourse as such, till date, exceptions being the
writings of the like of Dr. D.R.Nagaraj’s seminal essay
about Indian films in his book “Saahithya
Kathana“, published from Central Sahithya
Academy and awarded by the same agency.

Read: “The Age of Avant-Garde,1850-1950” by
Hilton Kramer for an introductory, chronological and
historic introduction to this notion of an approved
practice of anti-establishment art practices.

Thus the history of Shankaragowda and
K.Venkatappa has two faces, which means it lacks
a third personality as per today. Either they are a
part, rather are at the margin, of a larger school like
Bengal school and Calcutta group or they are a-
historically celebrated as pioneers of Karnataka
modernity in visual arts. It is almost hilarious to note
that a heroic-narrative is the only mode of writing
about them in academic circles (ex: the M.Phil
dissertation about Shankaragowda in Hampl
University in particular and most ‘researches’ in
general are classic examples to this). Such writings
are so heroic that often such (Karnataka Lalitkala
Academy’s monographic publication serves as a
pioneering model for such a-historicity) writings do
not include even a single artists from the State or
Nation, with whom the artist-being-written-about has
some similarities. Read: all or al-most all
monographs about Karnataka artists published from
the academy from past five decades.

looking at an artwork as ‘one’ is a time-specific
construct. Earlier, it was impossible to imagine a
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mural without the specific place/building within
which it was set. If the mural is shifted to a museum,
its actual definition/authority is lost. There is a
specific incident—rather an anecdote alleged to him—
related to K.G.Subramanyan. An artist was hell bent
on showing the terracotta mural he had done on a
toilet, to KGS. The veteran artist went round it and
told this, “the mural you have done is very
appropriate to the place within whose background
it is placed” The idea of one artwork as ‘one’” has
its roots in the Renaissance period construct.
Howeuver, the history of twentieth century Karnataka
art differs in the way it avails the viewership of
artworks to its viewers. The social anarchy
R.M.Hadapad’s works don’t have a frame, S.M.Pandit’s
works don’t have a center and Shankargowda’s works
don’t have a pronounced, single role as such. Such
and other possible and deviant roles of viewership
enhances the reading of the contemporary visual
postcolonial works like that of Shankaragowda.

Read: Article “The Indian Diaspora” by Amitava
Ghosh from the book “Body.City”

Read: article “Kannodala Thumba Chitra” by H.A.
Anil Kumar, in the book “Yaara Japthigoo Sigadha
Navilugalu” published by Abhinava, edited by
P.Chandrika, Bangalore, 1999-2000 . The essay is
about people eating groundnut which is hard earned.
They eat with those very hands that are the ultimate
tools of earning for them. And, throughout the novel,
it is their hands that speak more than their
words.///

- H.A. ANIL KUMAR
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