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UNTIDY PALIMPSESTS

FRANCESCA RECCHIA

There is much talking of smart cities these days: ruled by efficiency and enshrined in 
invisible networks, their functioning promises glitch-less mechanisms that sanitise 
interactions and remove unwanted waste of time. The queue at the post office may 
soon be an old fashioned memory of the past as panoptical tracking systems record 
movements of things and people in real time. 

A cybernetic notion of beauty claims ever greater entitlements to define the 
boundaries of appropriate belonging thus earning the right to sweep to the margins 
undesirable presences: the poor, the uncouth, the migrant, the outcast, the miscreant, 
the loiterer, the unproductive. In this gentrified facade of propriety, the far-reaching, 
sophisticated and mildly colonial tentacles of kale-juice-drinking hipsters spread far 
and wide. Organic living demands eating bleached-clean raw vegetables, the flies 
buzzing around the glass of sugary chai in the adda at street-corner have, therefore to 
be shooed out of the picture.

Bangalore has fully embraced the world-class city narrative and struggles to live up 
to the “Silicon Valley of India” image of herself. A Faustian endeavour that is slowly 
corroding her soul along with her ancient trees. Yoga tea houses and franchised 
air-conditioned coffee shops are quickly replacing traditional darshinis to deliver a 
smell-free version of Incredible India. Old Bangaloreans often lament the fast pace 
of change and ache to recognise the city of their birth. Beyond nostalgic conservatism, 
there is a genuine concern for the exclusionary processes that such dynamics may 
trigger. For those who have lived in Bangalore, the Carnatic music performances in 
Maleshwaram, the Iftar nights on Mosque Road, the meat stench of Johnson Market, 
the messy street vendors of Shivaji Nagar all contribute to what the city means in her 
complexity. A Bangalore that exists beyond Koramanagala and the IT campuses. 

The disembodied city of touristic brochures, however, lives only on paper. Sanitised 
urban narratives, in fact, fail to recognise that transformations don’t happen in a 
vacuum and that what is swept out of sight doesn’t really disappear. The magic of 
city lays in what maquillage and face-lifts cannot hide. In the drunken whispers of 
the night. Remnants. Ghostly presences of the city in the making. 

FOREWORD
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Over the years, maraa has chosen to navigate, get lost, remember, question, embrace these 
fractal marginalities. Their artistic practice inhabits what they have come to define spaces for 
diverse publics: a non-elitist, welcoming and fluid notion of what is willingly or unwillingly shared 
in the city; a non judgemental, all-encompassing space of coexistence beyond caste, class, gender, 
wealth, education. An inclusive space of possibilities where identities are performed and mocked, 
where conventions are playfully challenged, where activism finds expression beyond anger 
and confrontation.

With words of poetry and deeds of love, maraa celebrates the untidy palimpsests of the city, her 
unstable tectonics, her multi-faceted stinky dirty funny exhilarating unpredictable stratifications.  

This book is in itself a performative act of storytelling. A moment of recollection and self-reflection, 
an assertion of presence, a reclamation of the artistic right to civic dissent. 

A Klee painting named Angelus Novus shows an angel looking as though he is about to 
move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth 
is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is 
turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single 
catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. 
The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. 
But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence 
that the angel can no longer close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the 
future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward.
This storm is what we call progress.

Excerpt from 
Theses on the Philosophy of History
Walter Benjamin

ANGELUS NOVUS 
Paul Klee
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OVERTURE
EKTA MITTAL

Our position among the stars is always shifting.
Space is infinite. The climate, tense. 
City in flux. 

As facilitators, hosts and creative practitioners, who inhabit sites of protest, learning from artistic 
experiments, passionate about cinema and literature, critical of mainstream media and its alternatives, 
drawn to stories that can be retold, we believe our politics is shaped by eclectic interests and persistent 
curiosities. While treading with the city on a tightrope, we have sensed her in her melancholia, lustfulness, 
fury and sleeplessness.

Stray dogs bark while we are dreaming. 
We listen. 

We continue to ask questions that we are not in a hurry to address. Along the way, you receive a “Maraa email” 
in your inbox. No, they are not unresolved questions that stem from our collective chaos and joy. We stitch 
stories from our experience, let fiction get the better of us and try not to compromise on our  imagination. 
The sequence of our preoccupations are out in the public realm with the hope that someone passing by might 
stop by and wonder, if nothing else. The choreography between objects, figures and ideas is our site of play. 
We use different lenses till we see mirages, distortions, shadows, reflections: visual illusions. We encounter 
caste, class, gender, labour, fantasy, technology, religion in everyday life that mutates our sensory perceptions.

Ambulance sirens in traffic jams. 
We register.

Something spurts here, something is broken to pieces there, something else decays elsewhere. We have seen 
demolition and construction, amnesia and memory, sleep and insomnia, abandonment and belonging occur 
simultaneously in a city. We get by. We get by with cigarettes, alcohol, resolutions, doing yoga, changing our 
wardrobe and furniture, disappearing. We come back. We have become creatures of despicable habits. 
We produce filth and pretend like it doesn’t exist. 

An unpredictable rainfall out of nowhere. 
We ponder.

This book is written somewhat in a spirit of a compulsive search in a city as it folds and unfolds itself every day. 
The book is fragmented, and can be viewed as a collage of ideas that intersect at a particular point, or can 
be read as pieces of an impossible jigsaw puzzle. Follow instructions or disobey. It contains fact and fiction, 
previously published pieces we believe were necessary to include, horoscopes and unfulfilled ideas. In some 
sense, this book will always remain incomplete and ever forming, in all its incoherence.

There is a woman with the head of a horse. 
We fly.
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CHAPTERS 
FROM A 
CITY’S 
HISTORY
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MEDIATING 
LIFE IN THE CITY
TECHNOLOGY, CULTURE AND POWER
RAM BHAT
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With such dispersion, the need for centralisation became important. Thus the old colonial centres of power 
-London, Paris, Amsterdam have “come back”, so to speak, as financial and administrative headquarters of 
global technology companies. In our cities, the new middle and upper middle classes have sequestered 
themselves into IT parks and gated colonies with greater financial and psychological connections to cities 
in the West than to the working classes of their own city - the sweepers, auto rickshaw drivers, migrant 
construction workers and so on. The postcolonial theorist Partha Chatterjee has called the concerned middle 
classes as “civil society” (imagining themselves as citizens proper) while the others, those without access to 
citizenship and always threatened, as “populations” that have become a political society with their own ways 
of negotiating with the government and with the city. Cities thus have become divisive and divided -subject 
to intense pressures of capital, alienated from other classes and strangers to each other in spite of high 
population density. How do cities still manage to function in spite of these pressures? 

Mediation, I suggest, plays a crucial role. It is a common mistake to underestimate the role of media in the 
formation of our “global” cities. Often, the media is seen as a producer of symbolic meanings that play the 
role of superstructure whereas our lives are dominated by the realities of the base - relations of production, 
property relations, division of labour, etc. In today’s times, as many media theorists have pointed out, the 
media, especially in cities, plays a crucial role as both base and superstructure. 

The French theorist Henri Lefebvre once compared urban spaces to the famous French pastry, mille-feuille, 
also popularly called the Napoleon. This pastry, for the uninitiated, is made of three layers of puff pastry and 
two layers of pastry cream. This view is remarkably different from our conventional understandings of urban 
spaces that “transform” rapidly. Lefebvre instead argues that due to the necessities of (the now globalised) 
capital, newly developed networks do not eradicate earlier ones, but are rather superimposed on top of 
them, creating over time a sort of historical layering. This is why dormant cultural, religious, economic and 
political forms can suddenly gain purchase, reawakening in a new situation. Notice, for example, in Bangalore, 
now a major attraction for migrant labour of all classes, how the native Kannada identity is threatened and 
subsequently matched by a rise of Shankar Nag statues, particularly at auto rickshaw stands. 

If one reads the city as a text, it then becomes obvious that there is no single text on “display”. All around us, 
the city can be broken down as a series of constantly competing and layered texts. Surfaces of walls and 
buildings, posters, large flyovers, the constant widening and narrowing of roads, the laying down of cables 
and all the other millions of things that we see, hear and touch during our daily encounters with cities, are 
thus mediated through chance encounters with hitherto dominant or dormant forms of culture. There is, of 
course, a danger in producing an exclusively discursive view of the city. Rather than negating the material 
realities and effects of urban life, a productive way to encounter cities would be to see how all material 
dimensions of the city converge not just for capital, but also to make meanings for us. 

Coming back to Lefebvre, one of the most well-known expressions attributed to him is that spaces are 
produced. Today, this truism seems banal. But the brevity of this quote belies the complexity of the thinking 
that went behind it. The sentence holds true especially for postcolonial cities like Bangalore. In a sense, in 
our modern cities there seems to be a pretence that spaces are abstract and malleable in the hands of 
bureaucrats, planners and architects. The Bangalore Metro blueprints are a case in point. The plans for the 
sky train bends its way around roads at sharp angles, decimating hundreds of trees along its way. The rational, 
stable conception of space forgets that society makes, practices and lives its spatial relations. The planting of 
saplings or pasting small pictures of Hindu gods to avoid dumping of garbage is an example of little everyday 
practices that make space what it is. On the other hand, spaces are also conducive of social relations. When 
malls, restaurants or playgrounds appear or disappear “randomly”, we discern no logic. These are not mere 
changes of physical space; they also produce social relations on an on-going basis. 

Post-Independence, Indian cities were considered to be out of sync with the high bourgeois expectations of 
urbanism. It was the elite and the wealthy who influenced the dense network of institutions and spaces 
that produced the city as we know it - parks, cinema halls, clubs, libraries, philanthropic and religious 
organisations, etc. By the late 1980s urban life was transformed by massive migration from rural areas into 
cities, and there was a new urgency to city life – concerns with housing, access to electricity, water supply, 
public transport, health services, but also anxieties about crime, homelessness, communal strife, class conflict 
and squalor. The third wave for most Indian cities, especially cities like Bangalore and Hyderabad, came in the 
1990s with the influx of global capital towards IT services. 

The dual movements of images and migration/movement heralded the influx of global capital. Labour in the 
service of global capital was dispersed across the world - including Indian cities like Bangalore, which changed 
from being a garment-manufacturing centre to a hub for IT-related services. 
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Consider how the idea of public air pollution of Indian cities has entered our discourse. Such an idea has been 
around for years now, but suddenly it has taken on a new urgency. It is a difficult concept to grasp precisely 
because much of it is felt, but is not tangible. Its effects are real and at the same time long-term and invisible. 
The city of Mumbai recently saw a fire in a garbage dump. A popular image that floated around - almost as 
if to persuade us of the seriousness of the incident - was a Google Satellite image that showed smoke rising 
high up above the ground. It is this third eye, disembodied yet always present that allows us to experience 
the city objectively, thereby allowing new ideas to enter the public domain. Similarly, the Aam Admi Party 
chief and Delhi Chief Minister, Arvind Kejriwal, used images of a digital map to “prove” how his odd-even 
scheme1  has reduced pollution at key places in the city of Delhi. These examples show how the media 
continue to work as a superstructure, influencing how new ideas enter the public domain or old ideas 
re-enter in new powerful ways. 

The very same satellites have also influenced our cities in subtle yet profound ways. It is common among 
the middle and upper classes to use app-based transport ‘solutions’ like Uber to move around in cities. 
It has been observed that Uber is one of the largest taxi companies in the world and yet does not own a 
single car. The value of the company is that it has used satellite GPS systems to symbolically reproduce our 
cities on our mobile phone screens. In addition, with a single swipe of the finger, our taxi fare goes to a 
company in Silicon Valley. Currently, there is a local driver who has to be paid by Uber for his driving time 
and labour. In the near future, it shouldn’t surprise us if the driver is erased from the picture and cars are 
automatically driven – powered by a network of computers, cameras, maps and satellites. Google has already 
started testing self-driven cars in a few countries and these cars are getting better with every test at navigating 
complex traffic conditions. When these cars hit the road and when combined with apps like Uber, media 
technologies would have played a very real role in profoundly transforming the flow of capital, the division 
of labour, property relations and all those other things associated with the Real. 

Complex representational practices have come to dominate city life. This is because even though in reality 
our social relations are constantly getting reshaped through changes in space, we have neither the time 
nor the required intimacy to consciously register these changes. Our cities have become such massive and 
complex phenomena that there is very little margin left to directly register the city in affective terms. 

When we realise the extent to which our lives and spaces are mediated, public spaces, as theorised by 
Lefebvre, assume a greater urgency. The manifesto, if I can call it that, is to occupy public spaces in a way 
that is aware of how our cities are changing and how collective steam is building up in the public psyche. 
If spaces are open, creative and democratically accessible, then they also become therapeutic. 

WHERE I LIVE
I live in a ramshackle old place on the outskirts of this great big city, this megapolis that 
we often talk about - the one just across the rubbish dumps. The place that was once filled 
with trees, is now arbitrarily cut down to make way for massive corridors of travel and to 
build minuscule cages to house humans.

I live in a corridor of sorts myself, as the largest room in the place leads to all the other 
tinier ones. It acts as a giant store too, as the place is replete with stuff. Originally I was the 
only inhabitant of this place, but with each visit to the outer world, a thing would 
piggyback a ride back with me and before you could say the word “material”, my space 
was full of other stuff.

The most amusing and unassuming had made their way indoors like this…from strange 
electronic gadgets to geegaws, books and unusable bric-a-brac, to stuff that neighbours 
had left outdoors for disposal. A cascade of papers litter the desks, huge stacks of books 
sat atop each other making long, unwieldy columns and strange architectural patterns. 
Clothes-littered cupboards and hung from every hook around the space. The geometry 
of my living space was broken, and cluttered with-at the last count-over 20,000 
things and objects! The count made my head reel and made me stop and think if I wasn’t 
being submerged by all this nonsense that I surround myself with. I was being made to 
watch how I worked and walked in this space. Recently, I accidentally yanked a nail off 
my big toe as I bumped into a not-really-needed piece of furniture. Originally the stuff was 
brought in on the understanding that it would be helpful and serve my needs. 
However, over time, I have begun to realise that I can use only a few things over the course 
of the day. I am now a not-so-proud caretaker of thousands of things-a veritable mountain 
of them, and growing, if the count is any indication of the veracity with which one hoards.
Most of them lie around covered with a thin layer of dust. The ones that absorb moisture 
have begun to rust or mildew.

I often wondered at the ones that didn’t animate themselves at the push of a button.... 
were they in some dreamless sleep? Once I switched off the lights at night, I imagined 
things coming to life and taking a stroll through the rooms. Unused shoes that went for 
a walk with clothes that flew around. Machines that whirred to life and pulled away from 
sockets that held them to the walls. Tools that made themselves useful and far vision 
screens that sprang to life in the dead of night.
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  1An initiative of the AAP government where vehicles with odd and even numbered plates will be permitted to run on alternate days.
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I would dream of waking up to find my rooms rearranged within…
Furniture realigned, objects finding their right places. Immaculate taste and the most 
picturesque pictures on the walls. Muted colours on the walls themselves. Clothes that 
I could hang out with and a music collection to die for. The windows and doors would squeak 
to me with happiness. The taps would sing to me with their gurgles and hisses of air that 
wound its way up the plumbing pipes. The curtains would flap with concerted rhythms.

The washroom sink would murmur to me the story of its beginnings in a lake bed. 
Many other things would pick up this refrain and tell me their origins, and how they were 
moved away from their places of birth and the processes that went on in far off industries, 
hidden from our eyes, that made these things that filled our lives, nay had become our 
lives. The stuff of our life, if you will.

We were innocent consumers constantly worked upon to buy services and goods. We had 
no idea, that stuff and things could have histories behind them, that people and robots 
and machines worked all hours to keep the chains of production going. This was the call 
of this epoch! An epoch that was drowning in all the stuff it was producing, including the 
rubbish that went along with all this.

It was everywhere. Plastic bags flew across the streets around us; some of the remaining 
trees were often festooned with them. It was dug back into the Earth - the soil and water 
had changed their structure due to all the rubbish that was being mixed into them. We had 
to swear off half the food we could eat, simply because they were mixed with concocted 
rubbish.

We were producing more than what we could consume. There was an air of exultation 
about this as we squandered time, energy and moolah! We swore to everyone that this 
was the way forward; though forwards to which future, was what kept all of us guessing. 
The promised future is always around the next corner, so step right in folks and indulge to 
your heart’s content.

I ran home some evenings, with hands clutching at least a few bags of stuff that I may or 
may not use. The rubbish I just carted to the corners of the streets for disposal to the dumps. 
The dumps once filled would be covered over and the land reclaimed for new consumers. 
It was a fantastic plan as most plans go, though we had no idea about how to deal with some 
of its side effects, but hey, stop right there! That’s another story as they say.

“..The increasing number of task forces led by corporate honchos 
are using their money power to muscle in their vision of the city 
as the most appropriate. Many a times, these parallel governance 
bodies bypass the entire elected council at the BBMP and get their 
plans approved by the state government through unconstitutional 
means. This total disregard for the people of Bengaluru and for the 
elected representatives of BBMP by the elite smacks of arrogance 
worthy of a dictatorial regime.   
 
The ongoing Tender Sure road project is an instance of this elite 
capture of governance in Bengaluru. A group of people led by 
Kiran Muzamdar and Ramesh Ramnathan got the project sanctioned 
directly by the then Chief Minister of the state at his residence with 
no involvement of the BBMP. The hapless council was not only kept 
in the dark, they were also slapped with the responsibility of paying 
half the cost of project which ran into hundreds of crores.
 
Now, Tender Sure roads have become the most expensive urban 
roads in India and the people of the city have to pay for it. 
Besides the cost of the roads which is about 250% more than 
a conventional road, the people have to put up with the nuisance 
of a road which has been shrunk in size to accommodate a 
number of cables that run under wide, and inappropriately sized 
foot paths. The street vendors too will not have a place in Tender 
Sure Roads and the government will now have to prepare cable 
ducts, which would have been otherwise paid for by private 
companies that use them. If this was not enough, the promoters of 
the project have also been given the responsibility of monitoring 
the construction of the road by completely bypassing engineering 
protocols of the local administration..”

CITIZENS AGAINST 
ELITE CAPTURE 

OF GOVERNANCE

NOTICE

EXCERPTS FROM AN ON-GOING PROTEST
 AGAINST TENDER SURE 
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CITY OF CONTESTATIONS 
INFRASTRUCTURE, GOVERNANCE AND PUBLIC SPACE

The city of Bangalore often evokes sobriquets - Garden City, Pensioner’s Paradise (Suchitra and Nandakumar, 
2008), Technopolis. (Hall and Markusen, 1984)  This depoliticized language reduces Bangalore’s image to a 
singular dream of Information Technology (IT) and Bio-Technology (BT). Simultaneously, it posits Bangalore 
within a linear history — its trading and mercantile cores characterized by an organic, dense, mixed-use 
pettah (market) along with the nostalgic colonial landscapes of the cantonment and the “well-planned” 
layouts of Jayanagar, Basavanagudi and Malleswaram. (Benjamin, 2010) 

This article moves away from the middle class urban/poor dualism (Kamath and Vijayabaskar, 2009) to 
argue that contemporary Bangalore’s urban realm is a heterogeneous terrain (Benjamin, 2010) inhabited 
by multiple actors, their imaginations and negotiations with the state. It synthesizes secondary literature 
to present a nuanced perspective on some key issues underpinning Bangalore’s urban and economic 
development. These include experiments in participatory governance with middle class associations 
and two urban task forces, multiple claims on land, basic services and the urban commons as well as the 
negotiations for better wage and work conditions by informal workers. 

PARTICIPATORY GOVERNANCE: URBAN TASK FORCES AND MIDDLE CLASS ASSOCIATIONS
Bangalore’s image as “The Silicon Valley of India” has been purposefully created and deployed by 
government agencies, the real estate industry, and Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
companies. Terms such as “world-class,” “international standards,” and “modern” are used to create verbal 
and visual images of the city in order to compete in a global ICT space economy. (Stallmeyer, 2008) In this 
regard, the Bangalore Agenda Task Force (BATF) was constituted by Chief Minister SM Krishna in 1999 with 
a “vision to make Bangalore the best city in India within the next five years”. (Ghosh, 2005) It was among 
the earliest efforts to build a partnership model with business leaders and involve them in planning, 
visioning and implementing demonstration projects. (Kamath, 2013)1

The BATF initiated short-term projects such as constructing bus shelters, public toilets and redeveloping 
the defunct jail, whereas long-term projects included revision of the comprehensive development plan 
and instituting reforms  to improve BBMP’s (Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Paalike) credit worthiness and 
stimulate investment. However, there was no institutional structure to assess BATF’s accountability and 
the implications of the schemes it generated. (Ghosh, 2005) 

SONAL SHAH 

 1 Such as computerization of accounts, enumeration and mapping of the City’s property and double entry accounting systems (Kamath 2013).
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While there is limited literature on what worked, BATF has been critiqued for the lack of involvement of local 
government, corporators and lower income groups (Sami, 2014; Kamath, 2013; Ghosh, 2005) and for the 
emphasis on cost recovery versus public benefit. (Kamath, 2013) Two cases in point are the construction of new 
Krishna Rajendra (KR) Market and the Nirmala Bangalore project. The new KR Market aimed to accommodate 
street vendors in a multi-storey building with more stalls thus eliminating the need for selling on the street. 

However, the outcome has been unsuccessful, as it did not account for the vendors’ need for customer-facing 
stalls on the ground floor. Thus, those vendors (500 of the total 1600) who were allotted stalls in the lesser 
visible interior of the building used them for storage and continued to vend on the street outside the building. 
Similarly, the Nirmala Bangalore project aimed to improve the quality of life in slums. While the project 
intended to introduce “pay and use” toilet facilities to ensure maintenance and balance facilities in profitable 
sites with unprofitable ones, only 2 of the 23 toilets complexes were eventually constructed. (Kamath, 2013). 

Like the BATF, the Agenda for Bengaluru Infrastructure and Development Task Force (ABIDe) advocated for 
a more comprehensive approach to Bangalore’s master plan rather than only focusing on land use and zoning. 
It also promoted greater de-centralization and public involvement in the planning process through the 
Regional Governance Act. 

However, it was claimed to bypass local governments like the BBMP, whom it sought to empower, 
arguing that ABIDe represented the public interest (Sami, 2014). ABIDe recommended that the Bangalore 
Metropolitan Regional Development Authority (BMRDA), a para-statal organization controlled by the State 
government, be responsible for all decision-making for planning. (Daksh India, 2009) There were concerns 
that, with elite actors ‘co-opting’ urban local government, low-income communities, would become 
disenfranchised as they typically interacted with local leaders and municipal-level officials. (Coelho, 
Kamath and Vijayabaskar, 2011; Kundu, 2011) 

However, drawing upon the middle class Resident Welfare Associations (RWAs) in Bangalore, Kamath and 
Viajayabaskar challenge the idea of “elite capture” to contend that RWAs2 “are marked by fragmentation, 
a lack of secondary tier leadership, a distrust of democratic modes of functioning, and weak associational 
participation largely driven by crises”. They bring forth the conflicts between elite  and upwardly mobile RWAs  
in Indiranagar and Koramangala around property use – primarily “unauthorized” construction undertaken 
by the less affluent middle class to take advantage of the mushrooming real estate market. Elite RWAs 
bemoan the “deteriorating quality of life” whereas the upwardly mobile middle classes highlight the discrepancy 
in basic services such as roads and water supply to demand greater ward expenditure. Other contestations have 
involved the location of large infrastructure projects, such as the Bangalore Metro, which partially runs along 
Chinmaya Mission Hospital (CMH) Road. 

Since some of the businesses of the upwardly mobile middle classes were evicted during and after the 
construction, the traders’ association lobbied with the government and approached the RWAs for changing 
the metro alignment route. However, initial consensus with the elite RWAs developed into a rift as there was 
a belief that a ‘world class’ public transport system passing through that area would be beneficial. (Kamath 
and Vijayabaskar, 2009) 3 

NEGOTIATIONS WITH THE STATE: LAND, LABOUR AND PUBLIC SPACE
Bangalore’s Information Technology and Bio Technology economies hold a prominent place in India’s global 
aspirations. However, Bangalore has a diverse small firm based economy led by silk, garment, mechanical 
and electronics production, and associated trades and services. (Benjamin and Raman, 2011) Suchitra and 
Nandakumar have lamented the invisibility of labour in mainstream media, alongside news on industry and 
its capital. For example, Bangalore had seen the fastest growth of the construction industry among all the 
metros in India. They argued that in 1991, there were 2.02 lakh labourers employed in the construction 
industry, which increased to over 3 lakhs by 2008. Bangalore and Mysore employed around 50% of the 5 lakh 
agarbathi rollers in India (Suchitra and Nandakumar, 2008) and housed 1200 garment manufacturing units 
with 4 lakh women workers. (Saha, 2014)  

Within this context, there is a need for a more nuanced understanding of power relationships, the processes 
associated with demanding better work conditions while countering eviction of various groups, particularly 
the poor (Benjamin and Raman, 2008). For example, the predominantly women-employed export oriented 
ready-made garments sector is marked by non-traditional methods of activism in response to the govern-
ment’s seeming apathy towards wage regulation and working conditions. This activism is more defined by 
lobbying with multinational companies that buy these goods and their customers and less by earlier methods 
of workers’ collective action such as strikes, sit-ins and dharnas (RoyChowdhury, 2008; RoyChowdhury, 2005). 
On the other hand, the Santhe (weekly market) traders “manoeuvre the everyday state i.e. the political and 
institutional power of the field engineers and local elected representatives to exercise decision-making in 
their favour”. (Benjamin and Raman, 2008)

Benjamin and Raman draw upon ethnographic fieldwork in a settlement called Gudde, on village common 
land allotted by the State in South Bangalore’s periphery. Since the nineties, Information Technology Parks 
have appropriated village settlements extending into “revenue” layouts. The “process of staking claims on 
Gudde has involved appropriating land, extending basic infrastructure and regularizing the land through local 
politics and lobbying with the local government”. (Benjamin and Raman, 2011)

MULTIPLE CLAIMS ON THE URBAN COMMONS: BANGALORE’S TANKS/LAKES 
Taking the case of the urban commons, Agara Lake in South-East Bangalore, D’Souza and Nagendra argue that 
with increasing urbanization, tanks in the city, which erstwhile had a significant role in religious and sacred 
rituals (Srinivas, 2004), have also become urban recreational spaces for reconnecting with ‘‘nature’’ in the 
city. (Nair, 2005; Nagendra, 2010) 

2 Kamath and Vijayabaskar distinguish between elite and upwardly mobile RWAs. The elite RWAs ‘include the traditional retired 
or older middle and higher level bureaucrats and formal sector employees, located in stable, older, core areas which have not 
experienced much growth and where there is no problem of basic amenities; and those working in new globalized service sectors’
(Kamath and Vijayabaskar, 2009)

 3 The upwardly mobile RWAs include members who tend to be employed in middle and lower levels of the bureaucracy, police and 
private sector, involved in wholesale and retail trade, and other better paying informal sector jobs (Kamath and Vijayabaskar,  2009).
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They critique the maintenance authorities’ (predominantly, the Lake Development Authority, Bangalore 
Development Authority and Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagar Palike) focus on “surveying, mapping and fencing 
lakes in the city, and on engineering and ecology oriented designs for rejuvenation”. Little attention has 
been paid to the social use of lakes and to enable previously existing activities such as fodder collection, 
fishing, and cattle washing along with newer activities such as jogging and bird watching. 
(D’Souza and Nagendra 2011).

CONCLUSIONS
Contemporary Bangalore is not bound by a common aesthetics or a singular history but embodied with 
multiple hues (Benjamin, 2010) — through the evocation of Silicon Valley both, as a physical location and 
an economic idea or success (Stallmeyer, 2008); the nostalgia of the loss of the pensioner’s paradise 
(Suchitra and Nandakumar, 2008); the techno-managerial narrative of urban task forces (Sami 2014); 
the management-labour conflict between international capital and domestic capital in the ready-made 
garments sector (RoyChowdhury, 2008); or of middle class, college-age women attempting to claim public 
spaces through the Slut Walks (Mitra, 2012). Bangalore’s public sphere is heterogeneous and contested, 
and its trajectory is neither linear nor permanent, but always in the mode of negotiation. 
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ARTICLE 17 ABOLISHES 
UNTOUCHABILITY 

OPEN LETTER TO BENGALURU PRESTIGE SHANTINIKETAN RESIDENTS
Segregating workers is reminiscent of “Indians and Dogs Not Allowed” signs in public spaces in colonial India 

By Maitreyi Krishnan & Clifton D’ Rozario

That, on this day, the 125th birth anniversary of Dr. BR Ambedkar, we are compelled to address this 
open letter in response to the notice issued by Prestige Shankti Niketan in regard to restrictions 

on the movements of domestic workers, is a matter of shame.

In the article titled “A gulf, maid in B’luru” appearing in Bangalore Mirror on April 24, 2016, it is reported that 
the residents’ association has put notices stating that “no maids, cooks and other help staff are allowed to walk 
on the podium level”, and that the podium and swimming pool were a “strict red zone” for them. This form of 

segregation is reminiscent of “Indians and Dogs Not Allowed” signs in public spaces in India during the 
colonial era, and the “Blacks not Allowed” posts in the US.

It is shocking that such abhorrent prejudices find their place in modern society. Discriminating against the 
workforce of domestic workers merely because they are poor and belong to the working class reveals your 

class and caste prejudices and intolerance; definitely not befitting persons living in this day and age.
The reason for invoking Dr. BR Ambedkar in this context is that it is his foresight that ensured “Fraternity” being 
inserted in the Preamble of our Constitution, when in the Constituent Assembly he described it to mean a sense 
of common humanity of all Indians; the principle which gives unity and solidarity to social life, especially in India, 

where castes brought about separation in social life. The importance of the idea of fraternity has also been 
recognized by the Supreme Court of India which noted in Raghunathrao Ganpatrao vs Union of India that in a 

country like ours with so many disruptive forces of regionalism, communalism, class and linguism, it is necessary 
to emphasize and reemphasize that the unity and integrity of India can be preserved only by a spirit of 

brotherhood. The constitutional dream is of an India, founded on the fundamental notions of democracy and 
secularism, securing for all its citizens justice, liberty, equality and fraternity. The fundamental rights, directive 

principles and the Preamble being the trinity of the Constitution, the right to a life with dignity and without 
being discriminated is assured to every Domestic Worker in their exercise of their citizenship including their 

daily interactions with other members of society, whether at the work place or elsewhere.

The notice issued by you, enforcing segregation between classes of people in the apartments is a fundamental attack 
on the Preamble’s promise of ‘fraternity’ and on the very Constitutional order. The promise of ‘fraternity’ held out in 

the Preamble is what is sought to be nullified by this notice; the notice is antithetical to the idea of “We, the people 
of India” as it insists on the segregation of some classes of people from others. The words of Martin Luther King 

need to be recalled in this context: “Segregation…not only harms one physically but injures one spiritually…

It scars the soul…It is a system which forever stares the segregated in the face, saying ‘You are less than… “You are 
not equal to…”. And it is exactly this feeling that your notice is intended to invoke in the domestic workers.

Your actions apart from being an attack to the idea of fraternity embodied in the Constitution is also an 
attack on the idea of equality that is embedded in it. You perhaps are unaware of Article 17 of the Constitution, 
which abolishes untouchability, forbids its practice in any form and makes it a punishable offence to enforce any 

disability arising out of untouchability. The practice of untouchability in any form, which you attempt to practice, is 
not merely a crime against the Domestic Workers, but against society and the Constitution itself. 

In State of Karnataka v. Appa Balu Ingale, the Supreme Court held that; “The thrust of Article 17 is to liberate 
society from blind and ritualistic adherence and traditional beliefs which has no legal or moral base. It seeks to 

establish new ideal for society – equality to the Dalits as par with general public, absence of disabilities, restrictions 
or prohibitions on grounds of caste or religion, availability of opportunities and a sense of being a participant in the 

main stream of National life”. Your notice is an affront to these ideals.

Equally alarming is the underlying casteism in your notice. It is hardly surprising that a predominant 
percentage of domestic workers belong to the dalit community. Our Union has persistently highlighted the caste 
discrimination in the employment of domestic workers. Apart from this notice, domestic workers are also routinely 
subject to various caste based discriminations within the household, reservation of separate vessels for eating and 

drinking, not being allowed to use the toilet, not being permitted to enter the kitchen or the puja room, all of 
which are also unconstitutional and illegal attempts to continue practices of untouchability. In some apartment 

complexes, domestic workers are compelled to use only the service lifts and not the lifts used by the “residents and 
visitors”, if at all. Further also is the employment of domestic workers from same or equivalent castes for cooking 

and cleaning of pooja rooms, and simultaneously engaging workers from the Scheduled Castes for other 
purposes including toilet cleaning, etc. None of this, of course, applies to visitors to these households and apartments.

All of these actions are manifestations of untouchability and amount to atrocities under the Scheduled 
Castes and the Schedules Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989. The Supreme Court of India in Swaran Singh 
and Ors. Vs. State notes that it is a disgrace to our country, that in many parts of our country persons belonging 

to scheduled caste communities are oppressed, humiliated and insulted. While speaking about the need for 
strict implementation of the Act and the constitutional protection of equality, the Court stresses 
that in the age of democracy no people and no community should be treated as being inferior. 
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, while speaking of the real way to protect rights, stressed on the social and 

moral conscience of society. Political democracy cannot last unless there is social democracy, that is a 
way of life, which recognizes liberty, equality and fraternity as the principles of life, and a union of this 

trinity is the only way to safeguard and ensure democracy. Needless to add it is social, economic 
and political equality that can ensure liberty and fraternity.

It is in this context, in order to safeguard these values of equality, liberty and fraternity embedded in the 
Constitution that we are compelled to issue this open letter. We demand you to immediately withdraw the notice 
issued by you and ensure that no form of segregation or discrimination of domestic workers and other staff take 

place within the apartment or within any household.

This is a guest post by the writers who are lawyers practising in the Karnataka High Court as well 
as the lower courts, and members of the All India Central Council of Trade Unions. 

Published previously on May 1st, 2016 on newsminute.com. 
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(Long silence is observed)

An old man walked in singing a song, breaking the silence.  He went on for a while. They told me he 
hasn’t stop singing. He writes songs for the rain. He knows this village only as a forest. He sings about all the 
crops he grew — rice, ragi, bajra, jola, sunflower, mustard, papaya, banana, sapota, grapes, sabakki soppu, 
palak, harive, basale, sauthe kai, toned kai, hire kai, badne kai. The sweetest mangoes used to grow here. 
This was a forest. A dense, vast forest that had grew beyond the reach of human quest. An infinite, wild forest.

They apologized for not giving me water. They said they had stopped drinking tea or coffee. Water was a 
scarce resource. They told me about the death of River Arkavathi. The river they worshipped. The river 
that served them unconditionally. The river that started disappearing. The river that turned black. 

The stillness came back. It had a force. Like something that held you down and made you stay there, even if 
you didn’t want. Without your consent even.
 
I shook myself and asked the man to show me the desert. He smiled. They said, he lost his voice. His best 
friend passed away at a protest in the village, and since that day, he couldn’t speak. Some gestures were 
exchanged, and he understood where I wanted to go.

The old man was still singing, I gathered that this song was about the jasmine creeper.
Like many moons even on moonless nights,
Your flowers, bloom.
Like my song in the desert,
your fragrance, scatters.

There was a gentle breeze. Nothing moved, the stillness was intact. They apologized for my thirst. I smiled 
and said, we are all thirsty, I can manage. 

I didn’t know what to expect from here. I got into his car, and he drove me on several abandoned roads. 
A strange smell started to fill my breath, as we moved forward. Like an opera, the crescendo gradually rose. 
Less than three kilometers away, there were large iron gates. He went in, and gesticulated. The gates opened 
and the grand opera began. 

(Music plays)
I had not seen anything so large in front of me. They appeared like giants towering over my head-these 
gigantic heaps of smell. Like graves, they stood still. What was it? Everything from our bathrooms, kitchens, 
living rooms and offices. Left overs. The after-party ends here. The car had stopped; I walked towards one 
of the large piles, and stood there unnerved. At once, all my senses were activated. I saw syringes, bones, 
onion peels, plastic covers, cigarette butts, worms that I had never seen before. No chemistry lab could have 
produced such a gas. No, it was not Hydrogen Sulphide, it was not Carbon Monoxide - it was something else, 
steely and pungent, penetrating through the senses. It is one of those smells; once inhaled, it could never 
ever be exhaled. Like a sleeping volcano, it awaits to be awoken.

A Fata Morgana is an unusual and complex form of superior mirages that is seen in a narrow band 
right above the horizon.

(The sound of Clara Rockmore’s Ave Maria is heard at a distance.)

I have been thinking of deserts recently. Have you ever been to one? Someone told me that there is a desert 
near Bangalore. I believe some 43 km away. I decided to go there. I carried two litres of water and set off to 
the desert. 

I reached there, and it looked abandoned; as if all the people had left. There was no sign of life on the road. 
After walking a bit, I went to the general stores and asked for a chai. They said they don’t make tea in this 
village. I didn’t prod further. It was blazing hot, like in a desert. It was 11:00 am, he shut his shop and walked 
away quietly. 

I waited for someone to pass by. There was no one for a good half an hour. Slowly a rundown vehicle passed 
by, it drove past me, but reversed. The man in the car asked, “Are you looking for someone?” 

So I said, “Is there someone I can meet in this desert? Do people live here?” He smiled as if he expected 
me to be there and asked me to hop in. 

Not so far away, the desert opened into a small cluster of colorful houses like ice-cream cones, except they 
were not melting. There was a strange stillness to the place, as though everything had frozen in time… as 
though there was sand storm one day, and suddenly everything stopped. After that moment, nothing moved. 

At the house, there were some women who came out to see me. We exchanged basic courtesies. I had run 
out of my two litres by then. I asked them if I could fill some water in my bottles. One of the women nodded 
sadly, “This is a desert. Did you not notice, we didn’t  offer you any water when you arrived. The water here 
is contaminated. We have to buy water. Today the man who sells water didn’t come, so we are waiting.”

A shrunken grandmother walked up to me and said, “This year, we did not even celebrate Ugadi (Harvest 
festival in the south of India). It has never happened before. I was born here. For farmers, Ugadi is the most 
important festival. We thank all the sources of our harvest. “ I asked why, naturally. “We couldn’t bathe the 
cows. There was no water.” The stillness in the room became together. 

FATA MORGANA

EKTA MITTAL

DESERTS IN THE CITY
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There were two skinny women, who looked like flowers on a bed of garbage. With their bare hands and feet, 
they were segregating plastics. They were not disgusted with their job, it seemed like they were accustomed 
to it. One of them came down to say hello to me; she held my hand and asked me what I was doing there.
I could not respond. She didn’t care, she showed me her sacks. She said “Look, after a whole week, the sack 
with plastics is full, the sack with glass is taking so much time, and the sack with metal will take me another 
day. From this pile I collected the most plastic. You have to really look; else you can’t fill your sacks.” 

Then she took me to a corner, showed me her tin sheet house. She said she lived there alone. There were 
six other women and one man who worked like her. Outside her tiny house, there were three potted plants. 
She said she waters them every day, and that’s why they are growing wild. 

(Swallows spit reluctantly)

The only other creatures wandering amidst these gigantic piles were dogs. They barked out of turn, at 
someone I could not see. Some were on top of the piles, and were howling. There were some scavenger 
birds hovering about. I felt I heard the sound of their flapping wings. It was still and quiet enough to 
hear that. Those kites and vultures circle in the desert aimlessly. 

The man was at the gate. He dropped me where he found me. And without a word, he drove off into white light.
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GREETINGS 
FROM 
MAVALLIPURA
NAÏKÉ DESQUESNES AND MATHIEU BRIER 

To remain beautiful and clean, Bangalore is forever pushing its rubbish beyond the city limits. An awful 
poison polluting the soil and killing the animals in the neighboring village. 

In the tiny village of Mavallipura, we didn’t get served the traditional tea with sweetened milk. Our host 
Srinivas puts two small bottles of mineral water on the table. Have manufactured products now replaced 
home-made drinks, as is already the case in some chic areas? “It’s too risky to serve you water, or milk from 
our cows or from our goats”, Srinivas apologizes. “Here everything is polluted”.

Translation from French to English: Catherine André

In 2002, Mavallipura was transformed into an official open-air dump, receiving the filth from Bangalore, 
15 kilometres away. The mega city’s 8.5 million inhabitants now produce three to five thousand tons of 
rubbish per day1, a volume that has increased four times as fast as its population. 

THE HI -TECH CITY’S DUSTBIN
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Organic waste still accounts for a little more than half of it, and paper and plastic are 20% 2. That proportion 
is constantly rising. Until 2012, 1,000 tons of waste was poured everyday into Mavallipura. 350 lorries on 
the busiest days. The lake shriveled up, the air became putrefied, and the flies came. “Our cows get tumours 
and die. My neighbour used to have 100 sheep and now there are only 10 left. Even bamboo, one of the most 
resistant plant there, is dying…” laments Srinivas, a member of the village assembly. 

The face of the man selling food at the simple roadside restaurant is wrinkled and his tooth pushes against 
his tongue every time he pronounces a “t”. “I used to have fields where all kinds of vegetables would grow. 
Then the garbage came. Soon, the land stopped giving.” He had to change jobs. Kabir stands straight, his arms 
crossed, while he waits for the end of the translation. He speaks loudly, looking at me in the eye, as if he 
were reciting haikus. “We are able to send satellites in space, but we destroy nature.” He pauses. “If one 
understands nature, then one doesn’t need God.”

Very early on, the inhabitants rallied to protest against the dump. They told the authorities and the firm in 
charge of the waste management: “We don’t need to buy sugar, we make our jaggery. We drink our milk. 
We are peasants. And now you bring asthma to us, this illness we never knew. Since the dump was opened, 
there have been twelve suspicious deaths. There was a ragpicker who sorted garbage on the site and he 
died of cancer”. A shepherd whose animals grazed not far from the site died of cancer. The ongoing 
mobilization succeeded in getting this business suspended in July 2012. But as Bangalore was overflowing 
with garbage, two months later the garbage lorries got going again. After a villager suffered a heart attack 
during a demonstration, the authorities once again ordered the closure of the site. The firm in charge of 
collecting the garbage, Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike (BBMP) promised to dump only biodegradable waste 
in order to make compost. In 2014, the deliveries resumed, with eight lorries a day for “humid, biodegradable 
and sorted waste.”

The presence of vultures indicates the proximity of the dump. As we come closer, we notice the stench. 
Once we get there, in the blazing sun, it becomes difficult to breathe. Dozens of dogs are foraging amid the 
garbage, moving in packs up and down an area as big as two football fields. In the doorless shed, there are 
huge heaps of coloured plastic. A few employees, not wearing masks and hired by a sub-contractor spend 
their days taking out bits of polyester. 

Eight hours in the polluted air: dirty work reserved for migrants from other states in India and for untouchables, 
just as jobs like knacker, garbage collector or undertaker. A Sisyphean task; but BBMP can claim it has kept its word.

1 “Will Bangalore ever be garbage free?”, The Hindu, 23th may 2014
2 “Towards a sustainable waste management system for Bangalore”, Indian Institute of Sciences, Bangalore.

*Published previously in Z, in September 2015. Z is a self-managed annual publication, in French, which attempts to spark action by 
providing a space for transformative ideas, through in-depth investigative reporting and critical analysis.

ROAD SIGNS 
Glittering Potholes
Location: A junction riddled with potholes
Process: Fill potholes with paint, glitter and coloured powder. Ask 
pedestrians and shopkeepers if they wish to participate. The painting will 
take its own from, depending on flow/intensity of the traffic. Like an abstract 
map of how vehicles can move in a city around potholes. 

Shadow City
Location: Under a flyover
Process: Create a screen between 2 pillars. Get objects between the road 
and screen in such a way that the lights from the vehicles will create 
shadows. Maybe the objects can be rotated to create different shadows 
from different angles. Position of the light too can create fantastic shadows 
and reflections.

Ideally, I would like to experiment with both in a close time range so it can 
build while the experience is still fresh.
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Over the last few years, public lighting systems in Indian cities have been steadily changing from yellow 
sodium vapour lamps to white LED lamps. These changes are implemented by the city municipal corpora-
tions mostly to save money on electricity bills. The city corporations see LED lights as energy efficient even if 
it requires a higher up-front investment. 

Take the case of the historic Marine Drive in Mumbai. In January 2015, the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation 
changed the iconic Marine Drive avenue lights from yellow sodium vapour lamps to white LED lamps - to save 
about Rs. 80 crore of electricity bills annually. The Shiv Sena contested this decision saying white LED lights 
have ‘stolen the charm’ of Marine Drive. Ultimately, in August 2015, the Bombay High Court ruled in favour 
of yellow LED lights to restore the ‘lost glory’ of Marine Drive1 . While the High Court retained LED lighting to 
save on electricity costs, it nevertheless ordered the Corporation to switch from white LED to yellow LED - a 
substantial expense just for a change in colour. How are we to read this desire for retaining the warm yellows 
for our streetlights? Is it just expensive nostalgia or is there something more to it? A keen observer of urban 
chic would have noticed that bright lighting is only for the unsophisticated – those who only worry about 
saving on bills. Most fashionable houses will have dark wooden furniture and low intensity warm colours 
distributed across the house. Bright white LED/CFL lighting can only fall back on the vulgar logic of saving on 
expenses. Aesthetics, it appears, is firmly on the side of the yellow light. 

Our preference for yellow perhaps harks back to ancient times when we basked and lived by the duration 
of sunlight and later learnt how to conduct our affairs around the fireplace. Even today, there are traditional 
homes that I have seen in Arunachal Pradesh where the entire house and its activities are organized around 
a single fire in the centre of the house. After the fire, came the candle and then the lamps, which continued 
the use of the fire. Until this stage, we had a flickering dynamic and an embodied source of light that we could 
call our own. We could light a candle, watch its flickering and then extinguish it when we wanted. The family 
as a private unit enjoyed total autonomy, away from the prying eyes of the Government. Somewhere in the 
late 18th century in Europe, the State finally penetrated our homes and thus ended this optical autonomy 
that citizens enjoyed. Lights were now in the form of gas lamps, where the gas was supplied from some 
mysterious far away place. 

The amount of gas available to each household was regulated by the State and each household became 
a small part of a larger grid. Street lighting too changed. Until then, the State used to request ‘good’ citizens 
to hang lanterns outside their doors on available poles or hooks, so that they could be identified. Later when 
the State had installed gas lamps on streets, it was the first time that the vast expanse of ‘public’ space, i.e. 
the streets, came under the optic control of the State. Even then, these street lamps were quite low, and 
merely a replacement of the practice of citizens hanging lamps outside their houses. 

In this sense, the logic of State control was already panoptical. Jeremy Bentham, the utilitarian philosopher, had 
figured out that populations need not be physically controlled through force. If the citizens were made aware 
that there was a gaze (or even the possibility of a gaze), then they would discipline themselves. Anarchists 
resisted by reclaiming the streets. If the State stood for light, then anarchists stood for darkness - smashing the 
lamps and disappearing before the police could figure out what was happening. 

1http://www.dnaindia.com/mumbai/report-bombay-high-court-tells-civic-body-to-install-yellow-led-lights-at-queen-s-necklace-2112391

2http://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-led-vs-yellow-lights-for-queens-necklace/ 
3http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/pune/Standard-distance-not-maintained-in-streetlights/articleshow/4741687.cms 

Today, the situation is reversed. The anti-corruption politician and crusader Arvind Kejriwal of the Aam Aadmi 
Party in India has gone on record promising CCTV cameras on streets, in buses and all other kinds of places. 
Moreover, he has repeatedly asked citizens to use their smartphones to click pictures of burning garbage or 
corrupt government officials and then report these behaviours to his government. The French philosopher and 
historian Michel Foucault once spoke about how the revolutionary Jacques Rousseau and the utilitarian Jeremy 
Bentham were in fact two sides of the same coin. Rousseau would say that every overseer should be a comrade 
whereas Bentham would say that every comrade should be an overseer. In the Revolution, Rousseau provided 
the lyrical note to Bentham’s Panopticon. Perhaps our streetlights are trying to tell us that the potential 
Rousseaus of our political system are all turning into Benthams! 

News of the Nirbhaya rape incident rocked the country for several weeks as thousands of people took to 
the streets in protest. While there have been reported political and judicial effects (new ordinances, political 
parties and even media companies now routinely refer to violence against women – although this is largely 
related to urban areas), there have been more subtle consequences. Auto rickshaws in Delhi, for instance, 
are now required to install a GPS meter so that the police can monitor every vehicle through satellite. As 
with the streetlights, the formal logic for the GPS installation was that satellites would give exact distance 
travelled and there was no cheating possible on fares collected from customers. The formal logic is economic 
while the subconscious drive is to discipline the body through the gaze. 

The shift from yellow to white is therefore an ominous one. If the time of yellow light was a reminder of how 
our older generations lived by sunlight, fire and candle, then the time of white streetlight is a reminder of 
disembodied and regulated light. If the former stands for the warmth and mystery of the night, the latter 
stands for the cold of the day where nothing can be hidden from light. Yellow lights suggest at least a mental 
possibility to go back to the flickering uncertainties of the flame, while the steady white lights remind us of the 
extent to which we are governed by modern systems where no uncertainty is allowed. Blackouts are not just 
power failures; they mock the very logic of modern life by introducing failure. They undermine the 
psychological message of white lights. 

Streetlights and the colours they broadcast should be taken seriously. The humble streetlight is not mere 
infrastructure. It is a mode of cultural production, a symbol of the Enlightenment project, a small cog in 
the wheel of modernity – an ideal where people, goods and ideas can move around freely without con-
straints. Any potential chaos/darkness that threatens the free movement of goods and people (ideas can 
wait!) is taken up very seriously by the State. 

Coming back to the Marine Drive case, the Shiv Sena was careful to supplement their ‘lost charm’ angle with 
an argument that the white LED lights don’t have enough brightness to spill on to the streets and thus 
pedestrian safety is at risk2 . Similarly, city officials in Pune3 admitted that many streetlights are not spaced 
apart correctly leading to dark spots that are thus “unsecured” at night . 
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PINHOLES IN SPACE
The pinhole effect is a natural phenomenon which has been the source of some 
of the earliest technological innovations. The naturally occurring pinholes in 
ancient architectural structures have fascinated people for thousands of years. 
In my own work, having converted my South London studio into a camera 
obscura, I studied the city scape enter and inhabit the darkened room. 
The meditative, shifting images were recorded through the winter months, 
during which I inhabited this transposed space, tuning into the transient 
landscape outside. While the work explores internal/ external landscapes 
and their shifting boundaries, it also carries with it a sense of clairvoyant 
visions of another world.

Understanding the camera has come a long way from the pinhole to “Google 
image blur”, where an effective “image shake” is used to compute the depth 
information in an image. With such possibilities, one can foresee the 3D 
reconstruction of a remote space inside one’s own room.

While my work until now has involved inhabiting the camera obscura and 
studying the landscape immediately surrounding it, the work we are proposing 
will explore the animation and composition of connected “remote” spaces (both 
geographically and temporally remote.)

The proposed work is a study of the play of the pinhole effect onto, and of, 3D 
spaces where we explore the use of social networking, audio and time as channels 
for gathering source images of remote spaces. We would further explore the 
use of anaglyph stereoscopic imaging to bring these remote spaces into an 
osbscura room and to view these experiences on the platform of the space.

The artwork will result in connecting the natural pinhole phenomena with the 
state of the technology possibilities of capturing spaces to an effective 
“clairvoyance”.
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The colour of streetlights, the height at which they are mounted (safely out of reach for today’s anarchists) and 
the distance at which they are spaced apart -all of these are subtle indicators for an anxious State machinery. 
I don’t mean the Indian State or the French State in particular. I mean that the State as a political formation has 
learned its lessons over more than two centuries, and today’s streetlight systems in cities across the world are 
living examples of struggles over how to police unruly populations. 

Whether it is the discourse around safety of women in Delhi, Bangalore, Kolkata, Mumbai, or the logic of 
corruption in dark seedy government offices in Delhi or terror attacks in Paris, the response of the State is 
always the same: to increase the scope and the scale of the gaze. The shift from yellow to white can thus be 
read as a warning sign, a starting point of the State’s desire to penetrate and increase its occupation of public 
spaces. It begins with optical occupation and ends with suspension of civil liberties – as French citizens, living 
in emergency conditions (imposed after November 13th 2015 terror attacks), have realized. 

It would be a mistake, however, to overestimate the menace of this trend — at least for Indians. We inhabit 
postcolonial cities that are as marked by breakdown and resistance as they are by attempts to control. In this 
vein, another way to look at streetlights is that they are not about lighting as much as they are about patronage. 
I remember driving around in an auto rickshaw in Delhi and the driver told me in great detail about how the 
contract for the GPS supply would go to a close relative of the then Delhi Chief Minister even though it was not 
the cheapest GPS unit on offer. Similarly, the Trident LED lighting system in Kolkata is riddled with allegations of 
corruption and favouritism.  

When there is a need to reward the patrons of those in power, then infrastructures magically appear as they 
remain favoured conduits of patronage. For those of us living in postcolonial cities, it must be a common 
sight to have large infrastructural projects that don’t quite seem to fit the purpose or that massively exceed 
the purpose for which they have been built. Kolkata’s Trident streetlights fall in this category. These white 
LED lights are housed within Victorian holders and are located on main roads that are already well-lit with 
older streetlights - both sodium vapour and white tube-lights. This multitude may sometimes confuse us, but 
then the trick is not to see them as lights at all. Rather, they are cultural symbols - some for safety, some for 
rewarding patrons, some for modernity and some for tradition. They all co-exist in our cities-sometimes 
comfortably, sometimes awkwardly, sometimes menacingly and, thankfully, sometimes comically. 
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These fragments are excerpts from a series of conversations between three women and the city. The same set of 
questions were asked to all three and woven into a fictional exchange. Any resemblance to persons dead or living 
is purely coincidental or plainly apparent. 

Woman 1: I’m not sure I can respond to that question- I’d rather remain neutral. I wouldn’t say I navigate the 
city as a ‘woman’. I navigated the city through music. I explored Bangalore through the eyes and music of my 
guru. When I was growing up, I had to travel three to four kilometres to go for music lessons and I often 
practiced late into the night. After class, my guru would walk back with me and then return home. I was 
itching to turn 16. Then I could buy a bike, get my licence, and travel alone.

Even now, as I’m older, nothing has changed. For me riding through the city, is a journey through my 
imagination. Personally, I never felt any restriction on my mobility, because music allowed me flexibility. Class, 
rehearsals, concerts, all went on till late at night. The other thing I used to do was take long walks with my 
guru. We would walk long distances, and as we walked, we would interact with different groups of people on 
the street. The street was never distant; it is part of my earliest memories… 

Woman 2: In the 70s, the city allowed for a certain lateral movement. I was restless, switching streams. 
At one point, I walked into a bank and asked the manager to hire me. This was possible in those days! 
Nowadays, this is difficult, everything is locked into a monetary frame. Movement across jobs, switching 
interests is not as easy. Back then, we also had walking clubs. With no real purpose but to discover the city 
on foot. There was no question of fear! I used to take the bus to Mysore road and get off at any point, just 
to wander. At that time, one could find the Cauvery anywhere! 

Woman 3: Walking for me became an inexpensive means to learn the contours of a new city. The neighbour-
hood I live in is teetering on the edge, a delicate pastiche of old and new. There are flights of stairs, like haphazard 
matchsticks, that lead to one-roomed houses. And alongside, there are innocuously named apartment complexes, 
sprouting one on top of the other. Reliance supermarkets struggle for space with the street vendors and small 
family owned stores. The dense proximity ensconces you, there is a comfort to be found amidst the jostling 
bodies. But if you travel down the road, and cross the signal, a different landscape emerges. Here, privacy 
becomes paramount and people seem to prefer to navigate the city through tinted windows. Lives become 
insular, protected by gleaming gates and sleepy security guards. Walking down these roads at night, in 
between a few pale pools of light cast by street lights, there is a sense of emptiness stretching out onto the 
street. These enclaves, worlds unto themselves, are creating new illusions of danger and safety.

Woman 2: I think notions of public space have also changed, the virtual space has now become public. One 
can morph so easily into so many different selves. I see a change in the way I access public space as well. 
Earlier, I used to own the road, now I merely use it. There is a change in my form of walking.

Woman 1: Access to space is determined by so many factors. I remember a time when some of my friends, 
who are hijras, weren’t allowed entry into a very well known coffee shop. We called one of our friends 
who was practicing to be a lawyer, he threw on a black coat and threatened to press charges while we all 
sat on the foot-path outside and protested. And just like that, we were ushered in and given free coffee. 

Woman 3: The question of safety looms large over many heads. There are applications that enable tracking 
by “loved ones” as you travel: warnings against venturing out alone. It would seem there is a threat lurking 
behind every street corner. Article upon article provide safety tips on how to prevent rape, a new fight for 
survival. Lines are drawn, boundaries demarcated, until such time that everyone looks heavy lidded with 
suspicion, at the “other”. There is a climate of fear within which we now operate. 

Woman 1: When I think of public spaces, I don’t think only of parks and streets, but all the small tea shops 
and bars where we could meet freely, away from prying eyes. Away from the morality of our families and 
passers-by. The city nurtured and protected lovers. But now space is transforming - once the biggest space to 
“hang out” used to be in front of Mayo Hall/Kids Kemp - for lovers, sex workers, young people. But now that 
area is completely commercialized because of the construction of the metro. 

BETWEEN BIG WORDS AND SMALL REALIZATIONS
Woman 1:  As I grew older, made new friends, began drinking and working, the cartographies of the city 
began to change. All my friends at this point were involved in the ‘struggle’, working with socio-political 
movements. I remember walking into my first meeting, called “Politics and our lives”. Everyone was talking 
about the relationship, but no-one was defining what politics itself was. Later someone explained: class, 
caste, gender, labour…
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See, I come from a brahminical background. I could identify only two sites of resistance: within my practice 
as a singer and towards marriage. The thought of spending my life with a man was unbearable and I knew 
this from a young age. So when someone at the meeting asked me about the relationship between politics 
and my life, I spoke about my music, how I knew the dhrupad was brahminical, how some raagas strike me 
as masculine in their composition. These were my struggles and preoccupations- but no one at the meeting 
was able to respond to this. Later someone came up to me and said: “So many people speak at these 
meetings, but this is the first time we’ve heard someone share so personal an experience”.

Woman 2: It was here that my initiation into the world of activism began and a different Bangalore began to 
emerge, through meetings to discuss political strategies, through protests on MG road, rallies in front of Dow 
chemicals. We just occupied the road for protests. During one of these protests, someone looked over at me 
and said: “Why don’t you sing something?” Another friend retorted that I would sing something ‘classical’, 
obviously inappropriate for the protest. Eventually, someone started singing and I joined in. 

To my classically trained mind, this was completely new and one part of me kept thinking: “This person 
can’t sing in sur.” But another part of me was amazed that he could sing so freely, without any of the usual 
trappings, with an innate sense of rhythm. I found that difficult and, in addition, I didn’t have a ‘traditional’ 
female voice. The street and the city came to life again for me, again through music, but in a different 
context. I can say that the transition between the two phases was a class transition... 

My involvement in activism began much later. In ’78, I attended a discussion on rape laws. I didn’t think it 
was possible to hear that word spoken in public, let alone an entire discussion moderated on the subject. 
Then I joined the street theatre group and we would do performances on all kinds of issues. There was a 
certain spontaneity in those days, we didn’t have an office, so we met on the steps of a government building. 
That was our engagement with the city, direct and immediate. There was no sense of prohibition and restric-
tion - we were just on the street. Our middle class presence allowed us to speak defiantly, even at a time when 
seeing women in public was a rarity, perhaps we weren’t stopped because of a certain level of indulgence. In the 
early days, the police didn’t really see us as a threat. 

Woman 1: I think of feminism as something experienced, not taught. I think my mother is a great example of 
feminism, she never considered herself a feminist, but she fought all the gender battles. I learnt from her. I 
recently realized that I don’t identify as a woman. I am more comfortable with the term gender queer. There 
are parts of me that are both man and woman, male and female, and there are parts that are neither. I prefer 
the term queer because it encompasses a broad range of experiences, I don’t have to particularize. I’ve always 
lived with people who have opened my mind to things that I now politically stand for. My process of learning 
has always been through people, not books.

Woman 3: I suppose my earliest initiation into what could be considered ‘acts of subversion’ was through 
literary characters. I wondered who these impetuous, rude women were. I was fascinated by their recklessness, 
even though most novels sought to reconcile ruffled feathers by ensuring a harmonious end. I was introduced 
to ‘feminism’ in its bold, unrelenting avatar much later, through stern photocopied binders spread across college 
desks. This opened a whole new world, of debates, resistance, conflict. It changed the way I looked at language. 

I was in Delhi shortly after 16th December 2012. It was impossible in those days to avoid the media frothing 
and it felt as though that night was hovering uncomfortably on the city’s collective psyche. Conversations 
with various men (across class) presented a similar dilemma - they all seemed wary and unsure of how to 
engage with what was happening around them. It struck me how, amidst all the discussion and pontificating, 
there still remained deep, uncomfortable silences.

EXCURSIONS IN THE DARK
Woman 1: Once I started working, I began to discover another side of the night. It became the site for all kinds 
of ‘crisis’ situations. Many times, I’ve had to leave my house in the middle of the night because a trans-person 
has been arrested, beaten, harassed. Personally, the question of ‘security’ was not an issue. I believe every 
single person has something in them, a power, to fight what’s happening to them. I never believed that I was 
vulnerable. I feel this fear of the night is a middle class construction. I know many women, trans-women, who 
occupy the streets at night, even today. Riding the bike also gave me immense confidence, as I didn’t have the 
usual constraints of time and fear.

Woman 3: Once, as I walked back home from work, not too late, I heard a bike slowing down behind me. 
I turned to find a man, probably late 40s, holding his penis, fully erect, rubbing it, as he drove past me slowly. 
He had an advantage of being on a bike, whilst I was on foot. I was so taken aback that by the time I made a 
sound, he had already turned the corner. This wasn’t the first time nor will it be the last. But for a while, I tried 
to enter the psyche of this old man, cruising the streets at night, gaining pleasure not even from a touch, but 
just from holding my gaze, knowing I wouldn’t have a timely response to his audacity. Where does he live, what 
does he do, how many times has he done this? 
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I find this is missing from the current discourse around sexual violence. There are multiple fissures and silences that 
mark our experience of violence. Most often, it is locked into watertight compartments of victim/perpetrator; 
man/woman; day/night. I remember Rajinder Bedi’s story, ‘Ek chaddar maili si’, where he paints a very complex 
portrait of violence. Often these pulls and tugs are what gets omitted when we try and fit stories into a black and 
white news-print.

Woman 2: I think there are new forms of violence emerging, not just linked to the fear of assault at night. 
One such form, I’ve observed, is aspirational. The city is expanding, growing at a rapid rate, and there is an 
influx of people from across the country. I remember a case recently where a girl accused a boy of stalking her 
in the office - he kept calling and messaging her, asking her to have coffee with him. When I finally met him, 
he was bewildered. This was his first time in the city, and he hadn’t dated anyone previously. This girl epitomized 
so many things for him and he had no idea where to draw the line, he thought this was the only way to  go about 
courting her. I had a long discussion with him, I was also sympathetic. Sometimes I feel that everything is so 
codified, the human element in situations such as these is forgotten. Everything is understood only in 
legal language of harassment and redressal. Sigh!

institutionalized, moving off the street and into the brothels. The street used to be a supportive ecosystem, for 
example, for those workers without a bank account, they would give their money for safe-keeping to the paan 
wallah. But now the street is actively hostile; as the sex workers have become a more ‘visible’ community, the 
forms of violence are growing more invisible. While it seems that now sex work is the more politically correct 
thing to do, it has become a ‘profession’. Intimate relationships are increasingly a source of violence. On the 
street one didn’t encounter identity politics. Now there is divisiveness and name calling along these lines. The 
sex workers too, are becoming conscious of caste and religion. The street used to be a great leveller, now it is 
a site of conflict for playing out identities. 

Woman 3: I think we all constantly don and shed identities, depending on where we are, who we’re with 
and who’s watching. After coming here, I am conscious not just of being a woman, but of being an ‘outsider’. 
What sets me apart is not just my body, but my accent, my language, how I conduct myself. On the street, 
this manifests in different ways: sometimes a frankly curious gaze (Why have I left the capital city to come 
here? Do I live alone? Do my parents approve of my work?); other times, a license to flirt or curse, words that 
remain safely out of reach for a response; and at times, something indecipherable - as we move into old 
neighbourhoods, changing the way they look, what is sold, and how it sounds; this tension between local 
and migrant, I think is palpable. Recently there has been a spate of eruptions, where the violence is borne 
from this divide, a resistance to occupation of space by those who don’t ‘belong’. 

TO BELONG OR UN-BELONG
Woman 1: What does it mean to belong? The city doesn’t evoke this sense anymore - its nature is alienating 
and most relationships with the city are purely transactional. So who owns the city now? Forms of protest 
are increasingly more individuated; each category now fights for their own identity. Who fights for the city? 
I remember an instance at Kalpana Theatre, during the screening of a Kashinath film. We ran to the front 
of the screen to register our protest and nearly got thrown out. At that time, public action was direct, there 
was no need to strategise. At worst, you were ignored. We did all sorts of things, wall painting at the plaza 
where we used to paint through the night. We began claiming the street for women in black. Now instead of 
spontaneity, one needs to plan for further eventualities. We now operate in a culture of permissions. Forms 
of protest used to be more organic, now I feel they are more orchestrated. One has to anticipate the backlash. 

Woman 3: Perhaps we need to ask a different set of questions. There seems to be a new upsurge of ‘feminism’, 
accompanied by movements to reclaim space, to fight and take back, toward unfettered occupation and use of 
space. These are important, but our search has led us to different places. How can we interpret the night outside 
of this aggressive vocabulary? Whose right to space are we fighting for? 

The other question stems from the portrayal of the man - who looms large as demon and perpetrator. So 
now, we see an increase in segregation, in surveillance, in restrictions — all to keep us ‘safe’. I feel we are 
yet to develop a vocabulary around violence, around desire and love. Our daily lives spill over these 
binaries, and so these ‘solutions’ appear short-sighted, and perhaps even detrimental, as they increase 
mistrust and reduce spaces of conversation. Our responses as women are also conditioned within fixed 
notions of ‘empowerment’ and ‘strength’. Where is the space for withdrawal or silence? These are not 
necessarily signs of weakness. 

CHAMELEON STREETS OF DESIRE
Woman 1: It’s funny how cartographies in the city keep changing. For example, 
crossing Ulsoor, I knew where three different groups of sex workers would stand. 
Similarly, the Brigade area circle used to be a popular pick-up spot. One night I was 
there and I pointed a (interested) man in the direction of the sex workers. I said 
I wasn’t interested, but told him exactly where to go to find other sex workers. All the 
pick-up joints have now changed; those areas have ceased to exist for sex work. 

I learnt a lot about the city through my close friendships with the sex workers. Some 
times on the way back from theatre practice I used to meet them at their pick-up 
joints, have a drink with them and their clients. Slowly, flyovers have replaced straight 
roads. There are no longer corners for the sex workers. From inhabiting the centre of 
the city, the sex workers have been pushed into the suburbs. They commute longer 
distances, the rates and prices have fallen. The city has shrunk for them.

Woman 2: In ‘95 I began to work closely with the sex workers. I had never really 
‘noticed’ sex workers before. As I began interacting with them, I found a huge 
discrepancy between their stories and government action. I began to think about 
how one could fight for dignity, for a profession that wasn’t even considered work. 
I began interacting with the women on KG street. For hours on end, we would 
sit on the temple stairs and I would listen to their stories. 

Now I find that the forms of sex work have changed. It happens off the street. 
The city is being constructed in a different way, trees are being cut. There is no 
space to rest and sit in between work for the sex workers. And to add to it all, 
now we have the problem of trafficking. Sex work itself has become more 
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Woman 1: I feel it is impossible to replicate now, the kind of solidarity we had then. Back then, we knew each 
others’ life stories, each others’ faces. But now, there are too many streams and somewhere it has gotten 
diffused. For example, women’s studies conferences used to have radical potential. What does solidarity 
mean now? We seem to be mongering after clever responses. There seems to be little space for an emotional 
response – which is immediately dismissed as ‘reactionary’. What’s wrong with being reactionary? We are 
human beings; how can our politics be devoid of emotions? It seems that in activist spaces, to show hurt and 
devastation is now understood as a sign of weakness. Everything nowadays is about concept notes and 
proposals. Why don’t people in the city talk to one another anymore? I would say that these are the spaces 
that are shrinking, those for collective release and understanding.

Woman 2: The other change I’ve noticed is in the attitude of the bystander. There is increasing indifference. So 
the security and support public spaces previously provided is no longer guaranteed. I feel we have moved into 
a ‘me’ centric world. I notice this on the bus - even though we are all travelling together, everyone is plugged 
into their phones, lost in their own world. So we’re not really sharing public space, just using it. This has an 
impact on how we fight for it. Now we only see it fit to claim it as an individual right.  

And then there’s all this talk about ‘human’ rights. It’s an individuating discourse. It compartmentalizes and 
cripples movements. If you attend protests and talks in the city, it’s the same old language, the same old men. 
How can we imagine new forms of solidarity that allow for inter-movement dialogues? 

I am hopeful, however, about the newer forms, some of these witty, tongue-in cheek responses. If the 
environment around us is farcical, then so must be our forms of protest!
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LOVE, FAITH 
AND ECONOMIC 
JUSTICE
SEEMA NAIR

ONLY TIME WILL TELL 
Only Time Will Tell is a series of experiential long duration performance pieces set in the midst 
of ordinary urban living; on busy streets and under major highways. Dismantling the use of 
public space and questioning socially constructed norms regarding gender roles, sexual iden-
tity and public decency, Study 42 is performed inside a transparent life size box, allowing the 
artist to only watch herself through a mirror.

The content interacts with time, space and existence at varying capacities keeping the 
performance sensitive to both the isolation of the artist and the inclusion of the box 
amongst the public. Over the course of almost six hours, the artist explores the relationship 
between a woman as a bride and as a prostitute through life rituals, creating an intimate 
space within the box. It is time as a medium of expression that forces the audience - if only 
momentarily - to fathom what they are seeing from a different perspective.

The constant movement of the passers by and the artist’s segregation from it, help deconstruct our 
reconceived notions of purity and immorality which relate to ideas of right and wrong. Exploring 
the multidimensional understanding of our morals and values, the audience inevitably inter-
acts with the performance in the way they see fit. The artist’s solitude and inability to see the 
audience alters the emotional intensity usually present when an audience interacts with the 
performance, giving her a sense of being uninhibited. 

Study 42 of the Only Time Will Tell series was conceptualized to be performed in desolate 
environments and crowded spaces alike, with no two performances being the same. The use 
of long durational works to question urban living allows the artist to create unique presentations of 
one concept, with space and audience interaction playing a major part. 
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Transformation doesn’t fit into neat and tidy boxes. Intangible emotions are just as important to social 
change as power relations and material equality.

Krishna Rajendra market in Bangalore is a riot of noise and color, selling everything from fruit to flowers to 
hardware. It’s become a symbol of a thriving urban  economy. In the basement-level flower market women 
outnumber men among the traders, but they mostly occupy spaces that are communal (like corridors or 
staircases), or illegal (like the pavements outside). 

Meanwhile the men, seated on elevated platforms, are officially recognized by the municipality as wholesale 
vendors. That’s important because it’s the wholesale trade that generates the biggest profits in the flower 
business and the most influence over the way the market works. 

The physical geography of the market illustrates the power imbalances that are innate to the way it functions. 
Women face the constant threat of eviction or displacement, while men control decisions over sourcing, 
pricing and distribution. When, as part of my research on gender and the urban economy I asked the 
President of the Flower Association why there were no women in the wholesale business, this is what 
he said: “Women cannot do anything in wholesale...lift the weighing scales…carry the sacks of flowers…
and because the transaction is in cash, women can’t handle that much of it…Women are soft, and therefore 
can’t handle the customers...In case we give credit to the retailers and they are not able to pay back, then we 
have to become very rough…The men know all the technical knowledge.”

In fact, only one woman sits up on a platform among the 486 wholesale flower vendors. Her name is Kavya, 
and she “was happy to be found out” in her own words. Kavya’s story unfolded over many interviews at bus 
stops and in market alleys and corners, whenever she could find a quiet moment to speak to me. At the out-
set I was expecting to hear the same story I’ve have heard many times before: one where a woman climbs up 
the ladder as a result of hard work, persistence and sacrifice, fighting the odds of a patriarchal structure deeply 
entrenched in the foundations of caste and class. 

But more than anything else, Kavya’s life illustrates how intangible emotions and constructs like love, faith and 
forgiveness interact with and influence power relations in social and economic systems. Hers is a story that 
abounds in contradictions, highlighting the complexity of negotiations in which women are engaged. These 
complexities determine the battles they choose to fight, the manner in which they do so, and the circumstances 
under which they tolerate or accept inequality. Current frameworks for the study of gender and labour are yet 
to interrogate these complexities - bound as they are by geographies that aren’t just physical, but also imagined, 
inherited and possessed. 

Kavya was born and raised in Gauribidanur, a small town about 75 kilometers from Bangalore where the 
main cash crop is Kanakambara, a small orange flower that’s used for religious purposes or to wear in the 
hair. Married to Ramesh after a lengthy courtship, she came to the city to explore a new life when her 
husband realised the potential of sourcing flowers in the town and selling them in Krishna Rajendra market. 
Within a couple of years Ramesh found enormous success in terms of sales and profits.

By this time Kavya was the mother of two children and was completely involved in the tasks of child rearing 
and house-keeping, leaving all aspects of the business to her husband. “Bangalore meant fear to me,” 
she said in an interview, “The only route I knew was from my house in Akkipet (a lower middle class 
neighbourhood in Bangalore) to the city bus stand to go to my village.”

Ramesh, however, became emotionally and physically involved with a vegetable seller from the market, and 
he deserted Kavya for close to ten years. Her only words to her husband when he came to pick up his clothes 
were: “you will come back to me when she is done with you. And I will be waiting.”

During this time, Kavya worked as many as three jobs a day to make ends meet and ensure that her daughters 
attended English-medium schools. Eventually, her husband returned, but bankrupt. A month or so of silence 
ensued between them, before Ramesh tried to convince his lover to come back to him. When she refused, 
he’s believed to have murdered her in broad daylight in front of a hundred witnesses. He was arrested soon 
after.

“He wrote to me fifteen days after he was in jail,” Kayva told me, “and apologised for spoiling our marriage 
and the lives of our children. He asked me to help him get out of jail so that we could build our life again 
together. The fact that he apologised was enough for me, and I spent whatever little savings I had on 
lawyers and all my time in convincing the witnesses to change their statements.” Ramesh was released 
from jail four years later.

When I asked Kavya whether love played any part in accepting her husband back a second time she said no: 
“it’s not a question of love. He had to do what he had to do. That was his dharma (or duty). I had to do my 
dharma too.”

Kavya and Ramesh returned to Krishna Rajendra market but encountered resistance from the other traders. 
They said the only reason Ramesh had survived was because of Kavya’s forgiveness, and allowed them to 
resume their flower business only on condition that Kavya took the lead. It didn’t take long for her to learn 
the ropes. “Now I think my ideas and my business sense are becoming far better than his,” she told me, 
“I can even tell what the price is going to be tomorrow or for the next week. I board the bus, get the sacks of 
flowers and bring them to my place. I sell them, pack them, tie them up, and catch the bus back home. I do the 
work of ten people.”

The changes in Kavya’s life from housewife to entrepreneur have given her tremendous self-confidence, but 
they haven’t altered the sexual division of labour in the domestic sphere.  Her work day begins at five in the 
morning and includes cooking, cleaning and washing. Then, after a full day in the market, she returns home 
at nine in the evening. Even now she prefers her husband to manage all their money. “There is no compulsion 
to give. He has never asked me to” she said while laughing, “But it is the right thing to do no? It’s a good 
lakshana (or sign).”
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Kavya’s act of forgiveness not only conjured up the image of the ‘good wife’ in the eyes of the other market 
vendors—thereby granting her access to the lucrative wholesale trade—but also obliged her husband to 
share his experience and knowledge, building her capacity to carry out the business successfully. This is an 
opportunity that almost never comes for other women who work in the market. Savithramma, a retail flower 
seller who has worked in Krishna Rajendra for over thirty years, told me: “It’s not like I don’t want to do that 
(wholesale business). But I can’t…we don’t have the knowledge that they (men) have.”

Kavya’s story contradicts the claims made by the Flower Association President and many others about the 
kinds of work that women can and cannot do. She carries loads, uses the weighing scale, shouts out loud, is 
able to price sensibly and earn decent profits, has the business acumen to interact with other traders, travels 
and negotiates deals, and is able to deal with multiple levels of conflict successfully. While in one sense she 
has challenged, provoked and changed the patriarchal nature of the wholesale trade, her empowerment in 
the market has not translated into changes in her own, domestic world; nor has it triggered debate or wider 
action among women in the market. In many discussions with me, she opined that it was women themselves 
who were their biggest obstacle because of their lack of ambition and willingness to take more risks.

Feminists could argue that much of her behaviour is rooted in deeply socialised gender norms. If marriage is a 
matter of equal give and take, of mutual consent and choice, then - at least from the outside - it appears that 
she has given far more than she has received.

However Kavya’s sheer tenacity, her courage in holding her own in male dominated spaces and professions, 
and the moral authority she’s gained in her relationship with her husband and her peers in the market, 
illustrate that processes of transformation and empowerment are never linear. Although these aspects of her 
story may not appear to fit into a feminist political frame, working women are always engaged in negotiations 
around the politics of labour and gender in everyday life. 

I’m reminded of a quote from feminist Carol Hanisch in her seminal essay The Personal is the Political:
“I think ‘apolitical’ women are not in the movement for very good reasons, and as long as we say ‘you have to 
think like us and live like us to join the charmed circle,’ we will fail. There are things in the consciousness 
of ‘apolitical’ women that are as valid as any political consciousness we think we have.”

This consciousness is connected not only to knowledge, power and money, but also to faith, love and longing. 
Unless the questions we ask encompass the full spectrum of these emotions and experiences, we’re unlikely 
to find the answers we are looking for, or to understand them in any depth.

*This article was a result of a fellowship at the Indian Institute for Human Settlements, previously published on Open Democracy.net on 
20th October 2014.
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A STREETCART NAMED DESIRE

TEXT & ILLUSTRATIONS BY JAIDEEP SEN

VENDOR YEARS                       

The street-carts of Bangalore 
make for a curious assortment. 
The most distinct among them 
are the ubiquitous istri-waalahs, 
with old-school clothes’ irons of 
wrought metal filled with burning 
coals, contraptions that weigh a 
ton and arguably date back to 
the Iron Age. Then, there are the 
push carts of the vendors with 
stentorian, beckoning voices 
mostly selling fruit and vegetables 
and a few of them carting potted 
plants. These grounded carts 
resiliently hold their ground 
against Food Centre and Top in 
Town retail networks. 

Somewhat like newspapers, the 
street carts refuse to die; they’re 
overfamiliar, promise the day’s 
most fresh propositions and offer 
the all-important human element 
of interaction. It’s no matter of 
surprise that these carts also serve 
as focal points of many a Banga-
lorean anecdote. Not all of them 
are about haggling for a brag. 

To put it memorably, I’ve lived 
and worked in Bangalore all my 
life. And 36 years after I fell into 
the arms of a Malayali nurse at 
Philomena Hospital, I can testify 
that there’s serenity to be found 
on these city streets. In all my 
years of looking at it, the picture of 
Indiranagar - the neighbourhood 
I call home - has transformed 
unexpectedly and evidently without 
foresight. The IT population has 
risen, though not much of that 
development is reflected on the 
streets. I grew up on 17th E Cross, 
Indiranagar 2nd Stage, and took 
the morning BMTC bus, numbered 
138 or 139, to school from the 
Lakshmipuram Bus Stand outside 
the community graveyard, next 
to the never-been-covered drain 
running across Chinmaya Mission 
Hospital Road, where the Metro 
pillar No. 90 now stands. 

By sundown, a food cart of beef 
kebabs and cutlets would make 
brisk business on the pavement 
at the graveyard’s gates; we could 

never ascertain rumors about 
crow and dog meat fill-ins. The 
other meat carts stood further 
up the road, at the corner across 
Ajanta Theatre; a few of them 
still work for the evening crowds, 
while the Lakshmipuram cart has 
long disappeared into the back 
alleys of the neighbourhood. 

Note of interest: tucked away in one 
of these streets is a life-sized bust of 
MK Gandhi, propped up on a metal 
pole, somewhat like the one in the 
1994 film English, August. 

My school was at the Kodihalli 
Junction, down the road from 
Jeevanbheema Nagar; by our 
senior year, we were cycling on 
12th Main for a daily route. For 
more kebab options, we had carts 
sprouting along the Old Madras 
Road, outside the bus depot, and 
at the Indiranagar BDA Complex. 
On the way back from school, 
we’d stop over for ganna 
(sugarcane) juice at a roadside 
stall next to the ESI Hospital. 
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across the road. Journalism then 
was all about getting stoned and 
making it to the pages of the news 
dailies, reporting about potholes 
on Hosur Road, traffic snarls at 
Madiwala and the city’s rock music 
scene. 

My college years went by jamming 
on typewriters in Koramangala and 
walking girls to their hostels in the 
back streets of Shuddaguntapalya. 
We were mass communication 
junkies of the new millennium, 
weaving our enquiring spirit by a 
coagulation of handcarts. At about 
the same time, we’d moved home 
to the locality of Rustam Bagh, 
behind Manipal Hospital, off the 
old HAL airport. The hospital was 
the only building of any prominence 
around; the edifices of the Leela 
Palace and Matthan Hotel came 
up much later. 

In about two decades, this locality 
has gone from being a deserted, 
flat ground to an altitudinally 
competitive diorama of nurses’ 
quarters. A 2017 project is now 
selling properties priced above 
Rs 7 crore. The apartments over-
look the Karnataka Golf Course, 
conveniently sidestepping a 
mention of the uncovered canal 
running around the greens; a bare 
netted partition keeps the golf balls 
inside the perimeter, but doesn’t 
do much for the encroaching 
stench. 

At the turn along the compound 
wall of these Rustam Bagh dream 

At the same spot today stands a heap 
of garbage spilling on to the street. 
It’s certainly not a palatable sight. 

The farthest we’d cycled to in our 
teen years was past Kaggadasapu-
ra, via CV Raman Nagar, to the 
mango orchards along the railway 
tracks. We’d lay down our bicycles 
under a tree and write poetry in 
ruled notebooks. This was our 
East Village. Life wasn’t about 
negotiating garbage and consuming 
entertainment in air-conditioned 
enclosures. Our days were safe in 
the lap of paper and not immersed 
in mobile phones, tablets or lap-
tops. I remember getting my first 
drink at a dive named Jungle Joint, 
across the road from school. The 
open drain outside it still stands 
the way it was, while the watering 
hole has been transformed into 
a banking and ATM outlet. HAL 
Market back then was a modest 
assembly of vendors, Marathahalli 
didn’t have a market to speak of 
and the best produce was to be 
found at the old Ulsoor fruit and 
vegetable market. 

Fact is, these faces at the market 
are still the most cheerful to 
encounter; corporate facetiousness 
be damned. And, that’s really how 
this story progresses. By the late 
1990s, my little world extended 
past Adugodi, to the campus of 
Christ College, Dharmaram Univer-
sity. A young north Indian man sold 
us cigarettes outside the campus 
gates and our preferred hangout 
was an ice-cream and juice parlour 

views, outside a building named 
Oxford Chambers, an ageing amma 
with an unremittingly beaming smile 
sells coffee and cigarettes out of a 
scrimpy cane basket. The sun falls 
equally over her everyday business 
like approachability. Forsaking 
reminiscence, the dot-com explosion 
of the early 2000s brought us into 
the plush offices of Koramangala. 
The Inner Ring Road was new, as 
was the Forum Mall, marshalling 
a hangers-on culture among 
Bangalore’s youngsters. 

The boom took us as far as the IT 
Parks of Whitefield and the Outer 
Ring Road. Not that the streets 
gained much from all the rapid 
development. Outside gated 
complexes and guarded residential 
enclosures, an infectious culture 
of disdainful presumption and a 
dégagé manner of engaging with 
one’s immediate surroundings still 
persists - quite likely as a fall-out 
of an unsympathetic corporate 
enculturation. The situation with 
the drains of Ejipura, the contami-
nated waters of Bellandur Lake and 
the mess surrounding the Metro 
construction only worsens by the 
day. Still, for a rule-breaker like me, 
the air of these parts -stale, corrupt 
and often vile-offers ample solace in 
the prospect of meandering through 
one’s thoughts. Let’s say, these streets 
allow discourses that are persistent, 
even belligerent, and unequivocally 
bittersweet. For me, it’s the way of 
reaffirming a dissentient presence.
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HORRORSCOPE
It’s April 2016, the threat of the hot Bangalore summer to come is more than just a hint in the air. The 
small lane outside the apartment block leaves all of us with a terrible sense of dread. In a truly ‘smart 
city’ we could so easily be walking alongside a stream flowing past, the water touching the boundary 
wall opposite and reaching to about a few feet near the boundary wall on our side, along which we all 
walk to enter another street. Children could be floating paper boats on their way to school. 

Except this isn’t water we pass, but garbage bags, tons and tons of them, and a noxious stench suspended 
in air that is hot, still and moist. Those who do use this lane, including children walking to school do so 
because its the shortest distance to where they have to go about their everyday lives. 

On most days the boundary wall opposite has an embankment of garbage bags from the surrounding 
houses, possibly an entire neighbourhood. Everyday there are three large cows standing knee-deep in 
garbage, expertly splitting plastic bags with a toss of their great heads and merrily making cud with 
whatever falls out. The cows are obviously not venerated here. If the lane resembles a stream at all, it’s 
with the dung that seems inordinately loose, as if the cattle making this their pasture have a perpetual 
case of the runs. Every three days two workers in khaki shorts and gumboots, barehanded, load all the 
garbage bags into a truck that resembles a dirty garbage bin in both stink and texture. The small lane stays 
clean barely an hour or so after the truck and workers leave, and the bags and the cows come back. 

This part of Bangalore fell en masse to the real estate boom in the mid 1990s. Barring the main road 
that connects us to the rest of Bangalore, still lined with trees, all the ones here, fruit and coconut 
orchards, and perennial monsoon linked water sources were sacrificed to create the deep foundations 
for all the buildings around. Once, not so long ago, as you flew in and out of Bangalore, going in any one 
of four directions over this area, you saw the fields and water-bodies and small villages and hamlets. 
Then, in barely a few years, you saw the fences being put up. 

Now our view of Bangalore every morning is the concrete over which the sun breaks. 180 degrees. 
There are three trees tall enough to make their presence felt. There are crows galore, and pariah kites, 
the sure sign of garbage in the vicinity. I watch the planes from HAL going through their paces, an 
occasional helicopter. Otherwise it’s just the monotony of the concrete tops of a few thousand flats 
and buildings, and solar panels, dish antennae and mobile towers. 

We live on the margins, surrounded on four sides by what could be referred to to as ‘posh’ areas that 
have already got their botox shots, areas that have already fallen to the malls, hotels, posh retail shops, 

iconic but pricey restaurants, places into which you can only stare with open mouth. Where we live, 
if you hide the language on the signs and photograph one of the side roads here you could be in any 
one of a hundred small towns in India where the urban doesn’t seem to have done away with the 
rural completely, where poverty is far more in your face. 

This is what in the old days would have been referred to as middle class neighbourhood that today 
lives cheek-by-jowl with the urban ‘service industry’ - the cobblers, small shops, foodcart vendors, 
vegetable sellers, the domestic workforce. Like all our other cities, Bangalore has found ways of 
keeping urban poverty hidden. 

In the 60s Delhiwallahs use to sneer at Kolkata because the poor built their houses on the pavements 
and along every available road. Now it’s a common sight in every Indian city and town. So yes, even 
hundred metres from the mall not even hundred metres away  you can tuck a few families who 
literally live on the road, but are not easily visible. In the morning, before anyone wakes, they tuck up 
their meagre belongings in two bundles, one for their clothes, the other for their cooking utensils; 
a couple of plastic mugs, a large plastic bottle of drinking water, maybe a bucket. They leave it at the 
side of the road in trust, hoping that kindness towards them will prevail before they return late at 
night, like moths, to set up home on the footpath. 

I first saw Bangalore in 1967/68, staying for a month with a friend. In October we could use our jackets 
from Nairobi in Kenya where both of us were born and schooled. When I got back, I told my dad he was an 
idiot to settle in Goa, he should have seen Bangalore, it was just like Nairobi! Falling in love with Bangalore 
was my undoing. I got to know the city even better ten years later, staying here again for a month. 
I visited again for two weeks each time, in 1991, 1992, and 1993. Then I married Bangalore and could 
not have been happier. From 1994 to 2006, Bangalore was home. My daughter finished school here. 

I never got to visit Bangalore, until now, ten years after, when I am dumbstruck and have no words 
to describe what heartbreak I feel. She’s gone. When people love certain cities they create metaphors 
for this, images that linger in their head because they want them to be there. I had many of those from 
Bangalore over the years. 

This past week and some, I have been running away from a violent montage, images of piles and piles 
of garbage bags in all shapes and sizes, all kinds of colours and shades, each filled with an unsegregated 
noxious, evil-smelling mess. 
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In trying to clarify the ‘role’ of an architect, each time feels like revisiting one’s own commitment, more 
than educating a layman. One cannot but help having this feeling of falling into a bottomless pit when one 
begins to actually deeply reflect on the transformational power this role may hold. Commonly perceived by 
what is ‘seen’ in terms of style, the ‘unseen’ part of architecture has, and does much more for human life. Let 
us call this spirit for a moment.

But before we even come to that, let’s acknowledge an architect as someone who is trying to respond to a 
functional need of a space within a complex web of parameters. He/she is trying to interpret an appropriate 
response to climate, geology, available technology, budgetary constraints and most importantly, a true 
understanding of a culture or a place that he/she’s set to build. 

The degree to which the architect has been able to deeply understand these parameters and use his/her skills 
of integration to create a unified oneness will usually be the judge of the success of his/her architecture. 
However, in addition to this skill, an architect must also have a vision, a vision of a society and environment 
that the space he/she designs will facilitate.  

EXTENDING THE INTENT AND DESIGN BRIEF
An architect is not just trained to answer a set of requirements posed by a client. But by way of his/her own 
dictates of practice, he/she can also show a world of possibilities and urge the client to extend this brief 
towards making a better world. She begins by asking some questions:

The seed to answer the questions above do not belong only to the realm of physical design but also tread 
outside it. The form or image making role of design has lesser impact on the lives of people if it does not 
come with a relevant, embedded space typology or a model of space organizations. Model spaces that extend 
themselves to a variety of people, life and activities; justify the production energies of means involved 
especially in a culture like ours. We need to consciously think of our public spaces as not being glamorous 
facilities, but as zones that are vibrant with use and movement on the one hand, and are adaptive and 
constantly capable of evolving on the other. 

The true quality of a city life can be measured from the nature of its public spaces. However, in trying to get to 
the heart of these questions one will inevitably encounter the questions of control, ownership and boundaries. 
It is here a creative practitioner is urged to extend his/her role to understand the politics of space making; to 
recognize the inevitability of a new kind of multidisciplinary engagement, if one claims to have a 
creative responsivity.
 

HOW ‘PUBLIC’ ARE PUBLIC SPACES?
With the wealth of a conducive climate and a regional culture that is largely open and welcoming, the city has 
become home to an ecelectic mix of people giving it a mindset that is exploratory. It has been home to many 
alternate cultures and subcultures. 

Historially envisioned and experienced as a Garden City it has seen a fast transformation via the IT boom in 
recent times. These times of rapid urbanisation, fast erasure of locale, a confusion over the local and mindless 
expansion, begs the question: “How does one does creatively engage with the city, bringing back its lost spirit 
or then, reinventing a new one?” 

One can attempt to build these answers collectively by studying what exists and works well and acknowledging 
the new postive changes that have occurred. The most vibrant public spaces in Banaglore today or any indian 
city remain the ‘maidans’, that were once lake beds, now run dry. Maidans reflect a public space prototype 
that has the maximum magnitude of open-ness. Maidans are alive because of the changing nature of activites 
they can accomodate. An unpaved, open ground claiming least resounces for maintainance and borne out of 
least damages to the environment, is not perceived ‘iconic’ enough with regard to the imaging of a city. But in 
reality it is the most profound public space, infinitely flexible, one that can save our city. After maidans comes 
the ‘parks’ of the city. In this context Cubbon park is unique as it represents a typology as multidimensional 
throughfare public space. 

The multiple access points and unique mix of both institution and diverse natural environment set it apart in 
terms of its true public flavour. Amongst the new public spaces that have been commisioned in recent years, the 
Freedom park and the Rangoli Metro Art Centre (RMAC) are noteworthy. The political decision to convert an 
estrwhile prison to a park is worth applause. The programming of the space to include mutiple, spaces  of meet-
ing, exhibitions and even demostrations in a park sets the right tone for the kind of vibrancy the city deserves. 
However, the use of the space remains limited with regard to the original vision, leading to some shortfalls. This 
has to do with the nature of control. A single entrace to a large public space is limiting and and keeps it some-
what out of bounds. Secondly, the vision for a cultural practice needs sufficent inventing and implementation if it 
is to thrive as a public space, attracting new audiences.

BLUEPRINTS FROM 
AN ARCHITECT 
MEETA JAIN

How inclusive can my spaces be? 
Can I create spatial possibilities to make people meet in new ways? 

Can I create opportunities for encounters in a society that is becoming increasingly divisive by way of my design?
Can a private residence also become a part of the street and include spaces for community events? 

How can gated communities include spaces for the working class meaningfully?
How can spaces be arranged in a workplace to enable easy collaboration?

How ‘public’ is the public space I am creating? 
How deeply can I acknowledge the eroding heritage around the site by way of new forms?

Does the answer lie in reinventing a culture or a way of practice?
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The Rangoli Metro Art Centre (RMAC) is also praiseworthy, as an effort borne out of giving back to the city 
post the excavations of the Metro. By virtue of being under the Metro line, it presented a unique public space 
protoype; a ‘cultural hub attached to a linear pathway’ like a string of activities. Unassumingly, by being a 
‘throughfare’ public space, it ends up drawing in all kinds of passersby inciting them to be part of planned 
events and activities. The decision to leave a large proportion of spaces as open and semi-open along-with 
few enclosed galleries works well . The vision of space use and curation alongwith its timely implementation 
has indeed made RMAC a model to be emulated with more vibrancy and rigour.

A PROPOSAL FOR THE FUTURE
The recent protest by a group of artists to safeguard Venkatappa Art Gallery (VAG) will be an important event in 
the history of public space. It raises questions about the nature of ownership, declaring it as the prime 
determinant deciding the flavour and texture of a city space, before any physical intervention should take place. 

Beginning as a protest by artists to save an existing public gallery from privatisation, the discourse has 
extended to not just ‘save’ but ‘reinvent’. The local art community is using it as an opportunity to review 
its practices both as artists and as public space enthusiasts, working together and using the site of the gallery 
for new ways of expressions. Rejecting the new model of both public-private partnerships and the new building 
proposed by private parties, the group is campaigning for retaining ‘the openess of the physical space’. 

VAG is located in prime land and is in vicinity of a history and science museum and Cubbon park. If the group 
can find ways of overlapping with adjoining institutions by way of activities and temporary spatial gestures, 
there lies a great potential to lay a vision for a unique masterplan of an art/culture/science/green zone, one 
that Bangalore can truly be proud of. 

Drawing from the example of the Kochi Biennale, the VAG movement exists as a possiblity to come 
together and institute a strong culture of a city art festival, with a scale and dimension that makes 
commerce and tourism tick, alongwith benefiting the public. It is indeed an example of the right model of 
developnment, one that strongly elevates itself to highlighting the local with a global expression - much 
needed in the times of the ‘Iconic Smart City’ models being hurled out by governments. In fact, the VAG 
movement can be a pot boiler where all types citizen groups can contribute creatively. 

But this can only happen if all creative practitioners and groups including architects pro-actively identify 
themsleves with the purpose and find ways of imaginative engagment outside the comforts of their individual 
practice and prejudices.

NATURE OF CREATIVE PRACTICE WITH/ IN THE CITY: A DISCIPLINARY QUESTION
In face of rapid urbanization and fast erasures of the ‘local’ one may feel powerless as a creative practitioner. 
Urbanization processes are governed by many factors. The typical urban life in India being vulnerable to mas-
sive changes in the face of global corporate pressures, one sees its urban landscape undergo massive trans-
formation in short time spans. How does one view the new development models of smart cities? Where does 
the notion of quality of life emerge from? 

It is becoming increasingly clear that the need of hour is for creative practitioners to work together and also 
begin engaging with processes of governance. Since an architect by training is adept in visualizing ‘the idea 
of whole’, he/she can play the role of a prominent integrator of processes. By default, he/she is adept to not 
getting bogged down by the reality or chaos of life, but instead traverses through them weaving solutions to 
problems.

The role of the designer/architect needs to start shifting towards creating these alignment processes, not 
forms alone. The field of architecture mediates between varied strengths, all of which need to come together 
to work on projects that encapsulate the spirit of the city. 

The designer/architect needs to be searching for need of the hour projects, models that are sustainable not 
just environmentally but are also instituting a social ecology strong enough to sustain a culture and nourish an 
ecosystem. They need to be on the lookout for stakeholders for their shared vision. With them, they can then 
co-conceive projects that are bold in their approach, challenging stereotypes and creating new paradigms.
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UNEXPECTED MOVES
Public performance is a powerful medium. It cuts through traditional roles of audience and  performer, 
drawing the performer into the world of the audience. It can transform a humdrum space into something 
magical, create an altered state of reality, and allow people to access something they might never have 
the chance to otherwise. It engages and inspires us, and we hope to continue doing it, through failure 
and success. At the Kha Foundation, there are many people who come from different backgrounds and have 
different fields of interest, but one thing that always gets us going is the opportunity to play in the city. So we 
put down a few ideas that we would love to create with other interested parties in the city. 

MOVING METROPOLIS: A movement experiment in public transport vehicles like buses or metro trains. 
This has multiple possibilities in terms of research (playing with balance), outreach (getting a message 
across to an audience otherwise not easily accessible), and plain entertainment for people, as traveling 
within the city has become quite painful these days. 

MIDDLE EARTH: An exploration of lakes and parks. As the Garden City slowly turns into the Garbage City, 
drawing people into the parks and lake areas with large installations and performances might encourage 
more Bangaloreans to give thanks for the green that they enjoy on a daily basis and commit to protecting 
it. This could take on multiple forms, starting from small interventions where people would be encouraged 
to just walk barefoot on the grass, to larger interventions with multiple performances; trampolines and 
jugglers, performers with elaborate costumes and in the night time, lanterns lighting pathways. 

SLOW MOTION: A series of moments at busy intersections of the city, restaurants, or pubs where  
time slows almost to stillness through the performers. We’re interested in physically slowing down the 
experience of time and space for an audience to experience an altered state – whether it’s in a crowded 
restaurant or during midday at Sony Signal. 

BANGALORE HEIGHTS: We’d love to have access to rooftops across Bangalore to create installations, 
sets, and performances. If we think only in terms of space, there is already a benefit; most roofs are left 
lifeless and there are innumerable artists in Bangalore in need of space to create. But there’s more than 
just occupying free space. There’s always someone looking out onto someone else’s roof, and the stories 
that we share in those moments form the fabric of our co-existence. 

INTERSECT: a series of movement interventions held at prominent traffic signals across the city. One and 
a half minutes to engage hundreds of regular individuals in a conversation through movement and sound. 
We could draw people’s attention to large issues with humour and imagery. One example is to have an 
eclectic group of performers crossing the signal, but all wearing gas masks. 

Someday,  we shall see them live on the streets. 
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                      A few dozen people stood at the head of M.G. Road, by Gandhi Park, with placards that read ‘Free Art Now’ and 
‘Long Live Nur Jahan’ and ‘A Painting Never Killed Anyone’. Traffic slowed down when it passed them, motorists 
perhaps struck by the contrast between the stern faces of the policemen who stood on guard against it was not clear what, and 
the seeming light-heartedness of the protestors—their laughter, their disregard for the news cameras, and 
the gypsy colours of their clothes. 
                       Qayenaat had participated in many such demos and, as always, wondered about their effectiveness. Perhaps they 
achieved their aim only through distance—in the media reports via which this thin crowd and its large placards would appear 
serious and cool. Or in the memories of these participants who, years from now, might recall with tenderness the convictions of 
their youth. 
                         Yet it was refreshing to be there. There was no sign of the moneybags who’d flocked to Navya for Baban’s show. Instead 
this was, like all events to do with art that Qayenaat had known, small, collegial and informal. In a clearing on the pavement, a 
prominent local artist, tall, kurta-clad, grey-haired, was making a speech over the thunder of the traffic to launch the Secular United 
Front of Indian Artists or Sufia. He named the enterprising Bangalore artists who had joined hands to form Sufia, and the generous 
grant the new organization had received, which would go towards rehabilitating the widows and children of the men killed in the Nur 
Jahan riots. His announcement was met with claps and cheers. 
                       ‘I’d love to teach those kids something, but what do I know?’ whispered a woman into Qayenaat’s ear.     
                        It was her friend R.S. Mouni. She greeted Mouni warmly and gazed fondly at the tolerant, spaced-out look this 
woman gave the world through her oversized lenses. Mouni painted quaint cityscapes for herself and did not agonize over 
art. She was also the owner of a tiny shop—an oasis of Gandhian calm on a traffic-choked street in Malleswaram—which sold 
greeting cards adorned with folksy, stick-figure drawings, shapeless clothes made from handwoven fabric, herbal tea and jute 
slippers. The shop seemed like a precarious enterprise but was actually a robust one, at least to the extent that it supported 
the single Mouni and her teenage daughter. 
                       ‘You’d fit in so well,’ said Qayenaat. ‘You could make artists out of them. Were I to attempt something like that I’d 
just break down.’
                        Mouni mistook this for modesty and laid a hand on Qayenaat’s arm. ‘But you’re the one who’s read all the books.’
‘Perhaps that’s why. I have this problem of seeing the world, the entire complicated mess, all at once, so I can never achieve 
the simplicity that is needed to concentrate on the genuinely good bits.’ She had succeeded in puzzling Mouni, so added, ‘Sorry, 
just one of my theories.’ 
                         ‘Just look at us,’ said Mouni, laughing at the earnestness of which they were a part, and Qayenaat glanced around 
her with a rare feeling of security. This is culture, she thought, noticing that her cultural critic friend, Gyan Pai, had spotted her and 
was advancing determinedly through the crowd. It’s not just the feelings you put into a painting, it’s also the feelings you show 
when you come together on M.G. Road to protest the lack of imagination that leads men to kill one another over that painting. 
                         ‘What a great turnout!’ exclaimed a newcomer dressed in dazzling red. It was Tanya, Baban’s girlfriend. She was 
not wearing a sari in the way that someone of Qayenaat’s generation would - naturally, almost forgetfully - just as someone of 
Tanya’s generation might slip on a cocktail dress. Her sari was clearly an event - she wore red bangles up to her elbows to match 
the fire-engine red of the silk and her mouth was painted likewise. The combined effect of this village belle style and her American 
accent was magnetic. People stared and then came closer. She did not disappoint them, starting to tell Qayenaat in an unnecessar-
ily loud voice how much they had missed her at the party the other week. 
                        ‘We all had a really great time and Baban kept saying - “This is Bangalore, man. This is where it all started. Ask QT, 
she’ll tell you. I used to go to rich people’s homes to photograph their powdered little Pekinese dogs. That was my life. She knows. 
She was in the same leaky boat.”’

                     ‘Is he around?’ asked Qayenaat, with pretended casualness.
                     ‘Oh, he’s on his way, just had a bunch of interviews to finish. They can’t seem to get enough of him, there was a 
television crew in the house yesterday, today the newspapers . . .’
                    Qayenaat heard a familiar electronic click next to her and then Sathi cleared his throat and said to Tanya, 
‘Namaskar. You look traditional today.’
                     ‘What matters is that I look good,’ answered Tanya, revealing her glossy teeth to emphasize that she was, at least 
partly, only joking. 
                     ‘Oh, you could pass for Miss World,’ said Mouni. Miss World, who was also the country’s most famous actress, 
was always in the news but much more so recently because of rumours that she had secretly married-or was going to marry-a 
certain rich and handsome, but otherwise dull-as-ditch-water, film actor. 
                      Gyan Pai joined them and he too began by complimenting Tanya on her sari. There was no getting away from it. 
                     ‘As for me, I grow old, I grow old, I shall wear the bottom of my trousers rolled,’ he declared. 
                     ‘Pardon?’ said Tanya politely.
                     Unlettered bimbo, thought Qayenaat, and the words stayed imprinted in her mind. She made no effort to berate 
herself or put down her sudden bitchiness to jealously. No-she simply, and apparently overnight, found that she resented this 
woman. I’ve lost my heart, she thought, though she was out of practice-the slow and self-inflicted agony of that evening, the 
breathless elation now at the thought of seeing Baban again. 
                     ‘Clothes make the man,’ said Pai.
                     Qayenaat looked him up and down. He was dressed in his usual get-up - the trousers stitched by a friendly 
neighbourhood tailor with a weakness for extra pleats, the overhanging bush-shirt that eschewed smartness in favour of 
camouflaging girth, the severely square glasses and the chappals made of anything but leather. He looked like a minor 
bureaucrat, which is what he was. The job gave his criticism credibility-his was, he always maintained, the point of view not 
of the expert but the curious layperson-but his criticism made his job seem like a subterfuge.
                    Nevertheless, Qayenaat felt a moment of complicity with Gyan Pai. She was herself wearing a great green sack of 
a T-shirt and had a troubled relationship with clothes. Despite the ease with which most varieties of tailoring sat on her tallish 
frame; the long hair that had only lately begun to glint with silver; the face that was malleable, sensitive, even, in certain lights, 
declared beautiful, Qayenaat couldn’t bear to primp. She never wore anything she liked; it seemed to her too extravagant. 
She favoured baggy pants from another century, batik scarves and men’s shirts, too-warm leggings outlining too-plump legs, 
corduroys the colour of horse shit and khadi the colour of dishwater. Thus insulated by seeming nonchalance, she had for 
decades made her way down the thoroughfares of the fashionable world, ignoring the frankly despising stares of those trapped 
in the safe superiority of blue jeans. 
                     ‘Tanya’s get-up is traditional to highlight the fact that the art is modern,’ said Qayenaat. 
                     ‘Right,’ said Tanya though she didn’t look sure. ‘But that doesn’t mean I don’t support traditional art. I mean, look at 
this country. We have such an amazing ancient culture. I worry sometimes that money’s starting to pour in for the kind of work Ba-
ban does but almost nothing for the folk dancers and the handloom weavers. There’s got to be more resources directed that way.’
                     Everyone was temporarily silenced by this—the passions of the forthright American. Then Sathi said, ‘Money’s not 
the point. Sitting here in the big city we could throw a little money at the rustics to salvage our conscience, but that doesn’t 
create an economy around what the rustics do.’
                          ‘But hasn’t money always been thrown at art?’ asked Tanya, frowning. ‘It’s just a question of who’s doing the throwing.’
                        ‘Listen, I grew up in a small town. I know those guys with their tattered dhotis and ektaras going around singing 
their stories. There was this one guy, Ram Lakhanji, a wonderful performer. He could go on for hours and no one twitched even 
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though they’d heard those tales a thousand times before - say a dramatic episode from the Ramayana or a ballad about the 
exploits of some local folk hero. Lakhanji just did his thing. He performed, people listened. His sons didn’t take after him but he 
couldn’t be bothered.’
                        Qayenaat was glad Sathi had eagerly accompanied her to today’s demo, and pleased that he was talking rather 
than, as usual, skulking. Yet, despite herself she was already beginning to feel sorry for Tanya. You couldn’t argue with Sathi 
about the boondocks. Those were his. 
                        ‘But isn’t that romantic? Believing there’s something grand about people being stuck in a rut? Imagine if a singer 
like that had a chance to travel, perform for bigger crowds,’ countered Tanya. 
                        Pai was smiling his knowing smile at the debate and Qayenaat inhaled a lungful of vehicular exhaust as the lights 
changed and traffic charged at the group. The long avenue of M.G. Road sloped away from them and then rose gently again, 
the wave of an asphalt sea discharging its constant stream of traffic into the busy junction where they stood. She thought of it 
with affection, the boulevard on one side and the assortment of shops, cafes, offices and modest high-rises on the other. M.G. 
Road, and the streets leading off from it, had till the end of the previous century been the city’s glamorous centre, the hub of 
excitements such as movie theatres showing Hollywood hits and restaurants in which you ate steaks with forks and knives. 
                        Then another, more moneyed cosmopolitanism took over the city and M.G. Road became outdated. 
They were elsewhere in Bangalore now—in Indira Nagar and Koramangala, Whitefield and Yeshwantpur - the ‘lifestyle 
enclaves’, the mammoth malls, the high streets of international fashion and global entertainment, the bars, bistros and 
boulangeries. Qayenaat stayed away from these hubs because she could not afford them and because M.G. Road and its 
interrupted dream of being the modern centre of the city still remained. She felt loyal to the precinct’s shabby charm and its 
crazy architectural mishmash - the one or two still surviving colonial-era shopfronts, the impersonal reinforced concrete blocks 
of the 1970s and ’80s, and the shiny, glassy towers of the new millennium. 
                        Sathi was expounding on the dynamics of traditional art. ‘Ram Lakhanji’s stories don’t have a life outside him - 
singing them is what his folks have been doing for generations. You’re expected to sing and your audience is 
expected to support you. No question of individual ambition—you just keep the tradition going.’
                        Other conversations, equally involved, were under way around them. Two young new-media artists compared the 
prices of their recently purchased flats and the respective views from them, one of a polluted lake, the other of a hectic slum. 
The senior artist who had inaugurated Sufia was describing his latest sculpture, a fantastic-sounding creation that weighed 
several hundred kilograms of gleaming steel but looked like a seashell and felt like a wind chime. 
                       ‘Of course, once the villagers have been lured away by television or whatever, you could put this man on a 
city stage and he might be riveting and you’re entitled to feel good about having saved the dying arts. But you’ve got to 
acknowledge that he’s become something else.’
                       ‘Very good, I say. Excellent,’ applauded Pai as if Sathi’s speech were a production of some kind.
                       ‘What has he become?’ asked Qayenaat for Tanya had fallen silent.
                       ‘A toy,’ said Sathi softly. ‘A toy that we love so much we’re sure to break.’ 
                       His words reminded her not of the emasculated village artist but of Baban. Where was he? Please turn up so your 
beautiful face can obscure the big bad world a while. He’d behaved that evening as if there was nothing to the great passage of 
the years. All it needed was a quick hug and they were friends again. Not so, thought Qayenaat. Not so. We need to sit down 
and start all over again. But what about Tanya then? Was Sara right in sensing that they would not last? Could Qayenaat herself 
help Baban reach that conclusion? The thought made her head swim. 
                        Gyan Pai was meanwhile declaring to Tanya that only fascists were obsessed with aesthetics. ‘Has Nur Jahan 
married the techniques of European classicism to Indian themes? Maybe. Is she derivative, is she unskilled, is she even - 

let the accusation issue forth from my very own lips - banal? Perhaps.’
                        ‘Even so, she’s rocking the boat.’
                        ‘Madam,’ said Pai, stepping back to the extent this was possible in the crowd and spreading out his arms. ‘You 
are so right. This is the mistake we keep on making.’ He drew out the ‘on’ and shortened the ‘ee’ in ‘keep’ so that the phrase 
sounded like ‘kip-awwn’. An intonation inherited from a British or American education might have made Pai sound sinister but 
given his home-grown accent he came across as harmless, however convoluted his views. He could be the friendly uncle at the 
bus stop talking about the weather. 
                        ‘Why should we talk about colour and composition when what matters is that a woman has spoken? Finally, 
a woman has dared to open her mouth. There are only two ways in which men can respond. By invoking high and mighty 
notions of art according to which NJ fails. Or with anger and bloodshed so that she is forced to shut her mouth.’ 
                        As always, Qayenaat was unsure if Pai was sincere, but for once she was untroubled to hear him talk of these 
abstractions. Two days ago she’d been on the streets of Shivaji Nagar with Sathi, only a fifteen-minute walk north from M.G. Road 
and yet a world away from art and protests in its name. She had a secret now, a commitment to this other, dodgier yet more 
concrete reality. It made her feel solicitous towards art, this happy demonstration before a small, neat, tree - edged park, with 
Gandhi’s frozen black statue gazing at them, under June skies of mottled grey. All she needed was for Baban to come.
                        ‘Who are these people she paints?’ Sathi asked. He answered his own question. ‘Elites. Tell me, how would you 
feel if you’d been kept out of the kingdom of art and were once allowed a glimpse of it, only to be shown this?’
                        Again, Pai was immediately interested. ‘So the old traditions that you so fervently described a while ago, the 
village stuff, the hand-me-downs—that is art? Not this nonsense we’re discussing?’
                        He peered at Sathi through his glasses with intense short-sightedness, urging him to reveal himself so he’d have 
another victim to sink his teeth into. 
                        Sathi was unsuspecting. ‘Art is one of the functions of life. Whereas what you call art, crowns one person king. No 
wonder people oppose it.’
                         ‘Mr Sathi, are you justifying violence?’ asked Tanya, eager to parry with him again now that she had Pai on her side. 
                        ‘Only two kinds of people justify violence. Those who have run out of imagination and those who have run out of 
options,’ growled Sathi. 
                        ‘There is a third kind,’ someone interjected. ‘Those who are unable to appreciate art as something created for its 
own sake. The man I consider the greatest Western philosopher of all time says “stop considering the Where, When, Why and 
Wherefore of things but simply and exclusively consider the What.”’
                        It was Pai’s acolyte Jyoti, the boy artist whose kurta was today supplemented with an alarmingly violet beret. 
He and Pai shook hands warmly and - Sathi and his beliefs temporarily abandoned - they proceeded to argue about Nur Jahan. 
Jyoti’s view was that her work was bad; Pai’s that any talk of goodness was bosh. 
                        They debated unrelentingly till the pavement was taken over by a new group of protestors. These were farmers 
bussed into Bangalore and dressed in grubby white - dhotis, kurtas and Nehru caps - holding up signs in Kannada and English 
protesting genetically modified seeds, high-interest loans, lifetime debt, poverty, farmer suicides and the free market. The 
policemen with the batons walked about overseeing the transition and then returned to their post and put on their bored 
expressions again. The traffic continued to stop and start. And Qayenaat was glum. Baban hadn’t shown up. 

*This is an extract from The Cosmopolitians , a book by Anjum Hasan, published by Penguin in August 2015
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Art spaces are fundamental to every city. They are the pulse of the city’s visual culture. In Bangalore, 
the Venkatapa Art Gallery (VAG) is located on a critical axis on the city’s landscape. The plumb line of 
Vidhana Soudha — the seat of power — runs through the Colonial High Court and enters Cubbon Park 
where we see it bisecting the Bandstand and finally, passes through the Government Museum - the 
cultural repository. Venkatappa Art Gallery stands next to this Government Museum in the same 
campus.VAG has been a multi-dimensional space used for numerous art festivals, collaborations, art 
camps, exhibitions of artists, talks, etc. This civic space is currently in the eye of a storm. The modernist 
building has been undemocratically privatized by the government in a bid to meet “international 
standards” in the guise of a public-private partnership that is investor friendly. This move has brought 
artists together to reclaim a public space that needs a new collective vision of sustainability and 
creative collaborations that are inclusive and democratic. However, the artists found themselves caught 
between myopic plans of Karnataka Tourism Vision Group (KTVG) and Abhishek Poddar’s private 
enterprise, Tasveer Foundation, to set up a museum.

THE PRESENT SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PAST
Bangalore has always enjoyed a vibrant and diverse contemporary art scene because of artist-led initiatives. 
The social capacity that grows from an active public sphere, nourished by state-protected welfare, high quality 
public services, a vibrant public culture and public spaces for the many and not the few - cannot be left to 
fortune, intoxicated by the excesses of the market. Without this guarantee, now so severely tested by market 
society and related forms of corporatism, interventions in public space will amount to no more than tinkering 
on the edges. 

The story behind the establishment of VAG itself, is one of artists actively seeking a democratic public space 
to exhibit art works in the city. When K. Venkatappa’s family donated his works to the Government in 1966, 
the then Government of Mysore decided to build a space to house his works. However, the tardiness in 
construction work frustrated many artists. In 1971 G.S. Shenoy along with fellow-artists U. Bhasker Rao, U. 
Ramesh Rao and few others, exhibited their paintings on the stone-cobbled pavement near the Bible Society 
on M.G. Road, as a mark of protest against the government, demanding a gallery space in fast developing 

September 2014
A year after setting up the Karnataka Tourism Vision Group (KTVG), based on its report, the 
Department of Tourism, Government of Karnataka, announces a drive to allow adoption of 46 
tourist attractions in the state under Corporate Social Responsibility.

July, 2015
Tasveer Foundation signs the MoU to adopt Venkatappa Art Gallery (VAG) — a tripartite 
agreement between Department of Archaeology, Museum and Heritage, Department of 
Tourism and the Foundation. Keeping Department of Kannada and Culture out of the 
agreement flagged as an aberration. The MoU provides MAP (Museum of Art and Photography), 
a division of Tasveer Foundation exclusive rights over construction, landscaping, maintenance, 
conservation and curation of all activities and exhibitions at VAG.

Bangalore. The Government, realising the importance for a space solely dedicated to the artist community, 
completed the construction on 3.5 acres of prime land in the Museum Complex at Cubbon Park in the heart 
of the city. 

Emerging through history as a site for diverse artistic practices, the VAG has allowed space for non-commer-
cial and experimental art projects. The use of the Gallery is based on a democratic process of first come first 
served basis without any discrimination and it is economically viable. The space has a history of collective 
festivals like the Kalamela by artists’ groups like local artist collective Samyojita in the 80s; National Lalithkala 
exhibitions headed by V.G. Andani; and exhibitions by artists such as M.F. Hussain and K.G. Subramanyam. 
Perhaps most important has been the emotional attachment to the space as the only affordable public gallery, 
which has given opportunities to students and young aspiring artists. Like many other government establish-
ments, the VAG needs refurbishment, a proactive curator and a strong advisory team.

However, MAP’s proposal has been put together without any reference to this historical context of VAG and 
what it has meant for the artists of Karnataka. VAG’s long history of being the only democratic and inclusive 
space for artists is under threat — the threat of a corporate house taking over our cultural commons. 
Why should Abhishek Poddar want the official state gallery to build the Museum of Art and Photography 
(MAP) when he can rent or get any property or heritage site to house his collection?

February, 2016
A formal protest launched by the concerned artists who organise themselves into a 
group called VAG Forum. VAG Forum raises concerns over privatisation, elitism, 
gentrification, and fears of gallery turning expensive for budding, less privileged artists 
to exhibit their works.

March, 2016
VAG Forum ups the ante. Launches several creative protests from occupying and 
embracing VAG in a human chain to demonstrating with black umbrellas and whistles 
at Town Hall. VAG Forum demands the complete scrapping of MoU citing irregularities, 
lack of vision and transparency, and lack of any credible practising artists in the advisory 
board of MAP.

ANATOMY OF A PROTEST 
The crisis over VAG has brought together different groups of artists in the city. Demanding that the MoU 
with Tasveer Foundation be scrapped, artists occupied the premises of VAG. A young artist, Raghu Wodeyar, 
climbed up the roof of the Venkatappa Art Gallery and held a signage in his outstretched hands. It was 
an iconic gesture that will stay in our minds. The other artists circled the gallery holding hands. The artists 
sat in front of the iconic Town Hall with black umbrellas and whistled on a hot Sunday morning. The shrill 
of the whistles resounded and drowned the traffic. Slogans were raised against the privatization of VAG 
and the government that wants to modernise it under a wave of neo-liberal polices.
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May, 2016
The issue remains stalled and any progress deferred. VAG Forum’s attempts to meet with the 
Chief Minister to discuss the issue remain unsuccessful. Protests continue in different forms. 
Artist Paramesh Jolad paints portraits of the CM, the Tourism Minister and Culture minister 
on the road and seeks alms.

June, 2016
Priyank Kharge replaces R.V. Deshpande as the tourism minister. Deshpande had actively 
supported the adoption of VAG under CSR.

July, 2016
Priyank Kharge holds a meeting with VAG Forum and assures the artists of protecting the 
interest of the stakeholders. No official decision is taken, however, as the minister seeks time 
for legal consultation and considering the limits set by the already signed MoU. 

The war of words and public actions against MAP has made this a political and class issue. The “wine and 
cheese” types who believe that art and culture are social events and a playground for the rich need to realize 
that they can afford other spaces. The forum is not against their lifestyles but rather against the attitudes 
toward the artist community — using the word ‘adopting’ in fact implies that artists have not used VAG 
previously. The MAP project is erasing from public memory a history of events and the struggles of artists. 

VAG Forum expresses hope of saving the gallery from private interests under a more responsive minister.
Meanwhile, Abhishek Poddar of Tasveer Foundation announces his displeasure with the deferred proceedings 
and expresses his desire to pull out of the project. VAG Forum expresses its reservations and demands a public 
statement and official announcement.

If art matters more than a new elitist edifice for public-private partnerships, the MAP proposal can unfold 
in a more suitable place; and if the government believes in supporting visual arts in Bangalore, we need a 
museum that citizens and artists can envision and sustain for themselves.
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BEGUM AKHTAR ON THE STREET
Begum Akhtar used to drink and sing. My fantasy would be to perform a “serious” 
classical concert on the street. I would take sips of a drink in between verses, and 
passers-by would come up to me, give me drags of their cigarettes. As I sing, traffic 
will come to a halt, people will get out of their cars and throng around me. The street 
will come to a stand-still.

The term “pure” classical is a fallacy. If you listen closely to the Khayal, the raag is an 
open space, just like the city. It has several competing movements and emotions. 
As you sing it, you have to navigate through these currents, the push and pulls - just 
the way you navigate daily experience and interaction in the city. So the fantasy lies 
in a shedding of inhibitions, in the thrill, of merging these two experiences: the song 
and the street. This is where the politics of music lies, to sit on a street, singing:
navigating between the music and the environment. 

Classical music concerts are always caught in certain trappings of performance: the 
baithak (gathering), the distance between the audience and performer, the perfectly 
dressed musician and patron, the obligation to stay for the entire performance. These 
conventions need to be broken, the audience should have a choice to stay and leave. 
The street ruptures this, the audience is free to move and interact with the performer. 

The Khayal emerges from multiple spaces - physical, mental, emotional. The street 
makes the obstacles and conflicts within the khayal real; for example, a verse may be 
devoted to the quest for a pot of water but a monkey is blocking the way. And so, the 
entire verse is about getting to the pot, negotiating with the monkey. The street is a site 
for similar kinds of obstacles and difficulties. So while I am transcending the street 
through my performance, singing of an elsewhere, I stay rooted to the same 
environment. It is viscerally present. 
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ART IN 
PUBLIC SPACE
MAKING PROGRESS PALATABLE 

PRASHANT PARVATANENI

On 26th April, 2016 The Hindu (Bangalore) started a fortnightly column called “Art Quest”1 which will 
feature art works in public spaces of the city.  It is no surprise given the busy traffic of art in public spaces 
that we witness in Bangalore today. Open sky slams, Shakespeare in Cubbon Park, Carnatic music in a metro 
station, sculptures in malls, murals cropping up on the walls that flank busy streets, under the flyovers, on the 
boundary walls of various buildings, in metro stations etc - art or not, the appearance is that of a city 
brimming with public display of creativity.

The early embarrassment with public art, felt first when the BBMP-commissioned wall paintings across the city 
to “beautify” it in 2009-10, which instead led to the art world calling them “eyesores” and “visual pollution” 
seems to have receded slightly. The art community had reacted strongly against the BBMP wall paintings firstly 
because it was mostly the work of commercial painters and secondly it was done without any consultation 
or involvement of the city’s esteemed artists. The artists called the process undemocratic, heavy handed and 
demanded that the state must involve the artists in its beautification drive. Some art teachers suggested that 
art students be given the responsibility to beautify the walls. In March this year, there was news of a revival of 
this beautification drive and once again the artists of the city reminded BBMP to not paint the walls without 
“expert opinions” and active involvement of the art community. 

This eagerness of the artists to collaborate with the state and add value to its policies would have made the 
classical Greek philosopher Plato quite happy. He always had a bone to pick with the poets of the day for he 
believed these rhapsodists were of no “use” to the state as they do not do anything tangible to further the 
moral vision of the state. Instead Plato feared that poetry or art could be a corruptive influence for it provoc-
atively speaks to the base emotions of the people, which might be in contradiction to the grand principles of 
the state/republic. He says that if the artists “had really been able to make mankind virtuous’ then the republic 
would be ‘unwilling to part with them as with gold”. Plato’s moral contempt for the artists however reminds us 
of the important and provocative anti-institutional and anti-state role that artists play. Hence the willingness 
on the part of the artists to collaborate with the state in creating public art shouldn’t be readily welcomed 
without suspicion.
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The modern urban artist’s urge to take art to the public spaces is driven by democratic ideals of making art 
more open, accessible, participative and inclusive instead of locking it up in stuffy and elite art museums and 
galleries. Art has also proved to be an instrument to create public spaces, which are more inclusive, engaging 
and accountable to diverse publics. Public art has the potential to subversively provoke questions on the 
meaning of a space and disrupt the dominant assumptions about the space. This in the context of rapidly 
changing urban landscape and social life of the cities becomes even more urgent and relevant. 

This is perhaps the reason why since around 2008, the art practice in the city of Bangalore has veered towards 
public spaces and public art. New collectives like maraa dedicated themselves primarily to public spaces, 
while other established art and culture centres like Max Muller Bhavan/Goethe Institute, galleries like 
1 Shantiroad, and art facilitators like India Foundation for the Arts and Jaaga also started experimenting with 
art in public spaces. Today the public art practice is diverse in form and content and prolific in its presence 
to the extent that finding art in an unusual public space induces not so much shock but curiosity. It is a good 
time then to reflect, without the excitement of novelty and surprise, about the political nature, possibilities, 
and limitations of art in public spaces of Bangalore.

1http://www.thehindu.com/features/exploring-art-in-public-spaces/article8524237.ece

 
 

 

 

 

Often the term “democratic” is associated with public space and art in public space as if it is a given that if it 
is in the public realm, or physically open (or in the open), then it will by default be democratic too. These 
spaces are identified as “dead” or “abandoned” or “found” spaces that need “rejuvenation”. When the 
question of entitlement does come, the tension between the artist’s interpretation of space and the 
experience of the users of space is resolved by some form of community participation or involvement (often 
restricted to pre-production research though not always) and integration of the art work with the existing 
discourse of the space. Democracy here plays out in a rather conservative fashion of settling rather than 
sustaining and acknowledging the conflict and complexity of political contestation of space on class, caste 
and gender lines which remains dissolved in this democratic ideal. We seem to favor a cordial and comfort -
able public sphere that hides conflict under the guise of dialogue, as opposed to a combative public sphere that 
openly acknowledges schisms between competing point of views and notions of nature, function and access of 
a public space.

This apparent democratic nature is further conflated into the category of the ‘radical’. At best one can assume 
public art to be unconventional in its setting and location, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that it is radical 
and progressive too. The idea of inclusion and community participation that boosts this label of radical is also 
not without a bit of mythification. As Rosalyn Deutsche reminds us, in her 1996 book ‘Evictions and Spatial 
Politics’ that even in the context of public space, democracy is an ‘embattled concept’ and its meaning shouldn’t 
be taken for granted. Her example of a group of residents living around Jackson Park in New York, who decided 
to lock the gates of the park every night to prevent the homeless people from sleeping there, is illuminating. 
This act too was an instance of community participation in a public space. However, it reeks of conservatism 
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and exclusion of a class of people from a space which otherwise is considered ‘public’. This act, however, was 
celebrated as an instance of public reclaiming and asserting their collective ownership of a public space and 
ensuring that a park remains a park and not anything else. It is important then to be cautious in equating 
public with inclusive because as Deutsche says “neighbourhood space is repeatedly mistaken for public 
space; the community for the public”. In such limited  definitions of the public, other marginal communities 
remain excluded and the dominant meaning of the space remains unchallenged.

The radical possibilities of art in public spaces lie precisely in disrupting the status quo around a public 
space, re-negotiating its meanings, and making apparent the conflicts and contestations that define the 
place - or simply in politicizing a public space. The interest of the state and the market however are 
furthered by maintaining the status quo and hiding the dominant politics at play in a public space. 
In commissioning wall paintings to beautify the walls of the city and ‘protecting’ them from other users who 
might corrupt their pre-supposed meaning and function, the BBMP was posing as the ‘guardian’ of public 
space”. While we might debate over the validity of such claims, there were nonetheless an assertion of what 
the walls must be used for and what was ‘unwanted’. That the state authority chose ‘art’ as a tool to dictate 
these terms of engagement, with the unwanted identified and prevented through the presence of art in that 
space, reflects that art in this case performs as a political tool but hides its politics under the pretense of it 
being a mere beautifying agent.

Curiously enough (though not surprisingly), the interest of the BBMP in public art as a tool of beautification 
and the parallel intensifying of the public art practice in Bangalore coincides (as it had earlier in Europe and 
America) with massive urban redevelopment. Several mega projects and huge infrastructural investments 
that included road widening, flyover constructions and eventually the Bangalore Metro to name a few sough 
to disrupt and transform the urban landscape. While these projects were meant to vitalise the investments, 
economic potential and living conditions in the city, the projects ended up serving the interests of the upper 
and middle class Bangaloreans, while adversely affecting the other marginalised classes. The hawkers, street 
vendors and small time businesses for instance have repeatedly faced the brunt of this urbanism perpetuated 
by the state in turning Bangalore into a world-class city.

It wouldn’t be entirely farfetched to read the emerging public art in this context as a way to soften the 
harshness of this hasty and unequal ‘progress’ and ‘development’ of the city. The wall paintings that emerged 
under BBMP presented essential, idyllic images of monuments, legends, historical figures and natural beauty 
of Karnataka divorced from the urgent chaos of urban experience fraught with fault-lines. Of course these 
paintings were done by commercial painters at the orders of BBMP but would it be far too different and 
radical if this task was performed by the artists? There is after all an irony when Suresh Jayaram of 1 Shanthi 
Road, says – “graffiti is a great artwork which is always done unofficially. This time, the BBMP should allocate 
certain space to graffiti artists for political and social commentary”. What will be the nature of an ‘official 
graffiti’? How radical can the art work be when it is done with the permission of the state? Or will such 
graffiti too remain a beautifying agent which makes the public space more bearable and pleasing for a 
particular class of individuals?

Public art has always responded to the dynamism of urban experience and reacted to ‘change’. But it is important 
to carefully study the nature of this response for public art constantly runs the risk of being appropriated as a tool 
to dilute social conflict, quell the angry memories of loss and subtly get the public accustomed to the transformed 
space - however violent or exploitative be the history behind it. 

In 2008, Bangalore Metro Rail Corporation Ltd. (BMRCL) dug up the MG Road Boulevard to begin the 
construction of the metro line. An iconic image of the old Bangalore, it was a humble space stripped of any 
excesses except that of the trees. As it was being wiped out, several Bangaloreans protested, but it was 
wiped out anyway. The Boulevard wasn’t the only thing that was disrupted in the construction of the Metro. 
This process can be seen as a series of arbitrary disruptions of livelihoods, markets, living spaces etc. Not 
surprisingly in the construction of this swanky world-class dreams the worst affected were the most vulnerable 
urban dwellers - on the streets and in the slums. Three years later the first Metro line in Bangalore from MG 
Road to Bypanahalli became functional. Within two years the M G Road metro station had integrated a new 
semblance of a boulevard into its space. This time however, the new refined boulevard was not just a walking 
space but a centre for public arts and culture called Rangoli Metro Arts Centre - developed and maintained by 
BMRCL in collaboration with the artists of Bangalore.

Art was once again roped in, this time in a more sophisticated and palatable manner than the clumsy 
efforts of BBMP, to add colour, vibrancy, and life to a space which was presumed dead. In fact, as one 
newspaper report claimed upon its inauguration, the boulevard has ‘several features that might, just might, 
make you forget what it used to be like’. BMRCL the authority that had arbitrarily and at several occasions 
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2http://www.thehindu.com/features/exploring-art-in-public-spaces/article8524237.ece

undemocratically disrupted the city spaces, dislocated its vulnerable public and disturbed the ecology of the 
city, now appeared as open, willing and cooperative because it had invested in an idea and created a space 
which is considered essentially democratic – an avenue for art and culture in public space. Not that the 
boulevard earlier was a highly politicised space, but it is indeed limiting that despite the presence of art in a 
space, there are hardly any provocative questions being raised about the nature of the space itself and who it 
belongs to. It is not that there aren’t any questions waiting to be asked. Questions of gentrification, aesthetic, 
and appropriation of memory for instance are some that must be urgently asked in and around 
this space. Instead what we get is a cultivation of quaintness.

One of the very first exhibitions held at the public gallery of Rangoli Metro Arts Centre was ‘Bangalore: 
Photos from a Bygone Era’. Before anyone could let out a nostalgic sigh marked by loss, nostalgia itself was 
presented on a platter at the very space which replaced the memory one pined for. This public space for art 
had appropriated the nostalgia and pushed it away from the realm of loss and anger to that of quaintness and 
fond remembrance. This public space for art seemed to suggest that both nostalgia and progress could co-exist 
and that there is nothing ironic about looking fondly at an old picture of M G Road Boulevard and missing those 
old glorious days and stepping out onto the swanky new boulevard and marvelling at the world-class infrastruc-
ture that took that old Bangalore away. The ironies do not stop there. The Arts Centre also has a space for 
retailers to set up handicraft shops. The curator of the space was reported saying “the idea is to replicate a 
pete or a marketplace. Petes were the very basis of Bangalore at one time”. And what led to the disappear-
ance of petes and small scale markets? The very unreasonable urbanism that the BMRCL pushed for to build 
this Metro under which this faux-pete entertains its curious audience. Unlike the earlier boulevard, the new 
Arts Centre is a place of excess. There are attractions lined up at every step and the experience of the space 
is constantly mediated to create a feeling of business and engagement. The people are treated as audience or 
consumers rather than a public that is formed when citizens engage critically with the space.

While there is a drive to clean the public streets off the ‘unwanted’ street vendors who come in way of the 
infrastructural redevelopment (widening of roads, beautification, overhaul of market buildings etc.), once in 
a while BMRCL closes a part of M G Road for the general traffic and holds Open Street: a carnival. There are 
ironically small impromptu shops and vendors along with street artists, cyclists, entertainers adding to the 
busy festivities on the street. For a day, this public festivity of art and culture gives an illusion that the streets 
of Bangalore belong to the public. The public however is acting merely as an entertained audience impressed 
by the openness of the venture and unaware of the stifling grip that the state is simultaneously tightening on 
the streets by evicting, dislocating, and transforming public spaces on a whim. It is as if the presence of art 
in public spaces creates sensorial simulacrums of the lost time, space, memory or culture to obliterate a very 
real ‘absence’, to the extent that the public space feels ‘full’ and ‘complete’ and not disrupted or deprived 
in any way.  The thing in itself disappears under the weight of its representation. Even when the art works 
are not entirely about mere cultivations of quaintness; even if they are politically active and more critical of 
the space, there still remains the factor of being permitted to be critical. There is a danger in these art works 
becoming an alibi for the state to continue its repression and pursue exclusive elite interests by simultaneously 
projecting itself, through such projects and collaborations as open, accessible, willing to take criticism and most 
deceptively — inclusive.
The collaboration between artists and the state have increased in the recent years. While this has
increased the visibility of art in public spaces because of state’s granting of access and permission, 

the political engagement with the space seems to be limited and diluted. The projects that receive 
support are the ones that promote reconciliation with the changing landscape of the city rather than 
actively questioning it or provocatively rejecting it. And well-intentioned art-works too fall prey of this 
appropriation where they become alibis or at the very least pacifying agents for the unreasonable urban 
redevelopments. Often there is an added illusion of community engagement, which still doesn’t address 
the complex inter-sectionalities of class, caste, and gender. Nostalgia is comfortably juxtaposed with sites 
and symbols of progress stunting the experience of loss. 
These collaborative art programmes seem to be massaging our broken hearts and artistic engagement 

 
 

 

 

 

appears as a way of making up in some reconciliatory way for the destruction caused to the public spaces. 
Hence, the recurring vocabulary of ‘reclaiming’, ‘rejuvenating’ etc. Often this rejuvenation and reclamation 
happens with the support of the very powers and discourses that killed the space in the first place.

In the first of its upcoming columns on art in public spaces, a reporter in The Hindu called these art works 
‘colourful oases’2 . However, art in public space will be severely limited in its potential if it remains a site of 
momentary relief from the crisis and conflicts of urban life. The role of art in public space needs a critical 
re-imagination. Reclamation of public spaces through arts will attain their significance only when they also 
ask difficult questions, challenge the assumptions of entitlement and belonging in a space and disrupt the 
status quo by politicising the space. It is not enough that there is participation and collaboration and we 
need to instead see who we are collaborating with and what are the limits and possibilities of that 
collaboration. It is time that we shift our enquiries from whether there is art in public space to what is 
the nature and socio-political consequence of that art on the perception of a public space.  



Follow me. 
Don’t shy away. 
Come closer. 
No, you can’t touch me. 
But I can surround you. 
You can sense me.  
Let me take you to where I stay.

Come on, be brave. 
No one is watching. 
Come.
You think you’re safe when you 
have your blinders. 
Take them off. I won’t harm you.
You won’t see something you are 
not prepared for. 
In fact, I am invisible.

No, I am not fooling you. 
Just follow me. 
Everyday, I escape from tiny 
bathroom windows. I suffocate 
there. I search the streets and the 
neighbourhood, like a mad woman 
for a place to breathe. I reach to 
find more of me, not so far away. 
Many, many more of me... 
And I multiply quickly, double, triple, 
quardruple, Quintuple, 
Centuple in many shapes of 

different sizes octagons, hexagons, 
tentagons, rhombuses, 
quadrilaterals.
I circle. I consume. 
I capture. I stay.

You may not like where I stay. 
Mosquitoes breed there. Maggots 
are born next to me. There are 
nails of people embedded in me, 
sanitary pads from every woman 
come here and continue bleeding, 
mucus from your handkerchief 
stays with me, your spit, your 
sweat, your filth, they come here 
to rest. You can’t discard. I will 
always return. Come, see, touch. 
I know your secrets, because 
I spreserve your fluids. I know 
your regrets, I contain your sweat. 
I know your shit. When you puke, 
you have some beautiful shades of 
colour, invisible to the naked eye. 
I have seen them. When you shit 
in your pot, and you flush, has it 
vanished? 
Can it disappear so simply? 

It hasn’t gone anywhere. It’s here. 
You become me. 

I know you more than 
you know yourself. 
I am not a surveillance camera. 
Those things can never trace you. 
They can never monitor you in 
your private space. 
I am not a parasite. I find 
them weak and conniving. 
They can’t do anything to me, 
they try. 

I like bacteria though. 
They are wiser than you. 
Prettier than you.
But yes, I am there in every 
private space you inhabit. 
I know your smell distinctly. 
Come on, don’t be scared. 
Take me in. 
Inhale. Exhale. 
Breathe in. Breathe out. 

I am a pheromone. 
We are chemicals that are secreted, 
by your sweat, your excreta, your 
urine, your blood and we come 
back to influence your lovers. 
Today, there is no lover, there is just 
you and me. 

You can’t escape, neither can I: we 
are born from the same matter. 

Do you sense me?
Wait. 
Stay.
For a few more minutes. 
I won’t hurt you. 
Come closer. 
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“I can’t help but dream about a kind of criticism that would try not to judge but to 
bring…an idea to life; it would light fires, watch the grass grow, listen to the wind, and 
catch the sea foam in the breeze and scatter it. It would multiply not judgments but 
signs of existence; it would summon them, drag them from their sleep. Perhaps it would 
invent them sometimes- all the better. All the better.”
Michel Foucault, “The Masked Philosopher,” (Rabinow 1997: 323)

WRITING 
THE PRESENT 
LATA MANI

In the contemporary period the language of power and that of critique is shaped by an instrumental conception. 
Both bring a forensic sensibility to their tasks, marshaling facts, contesting their veracity and significance, arguing 
over details. The form of engagement resembles a joust. Arguments collide, at times fragment each other, but 
most often follow parallel trajectories with no hope of convergence. The discursive temperature tends to be 
hot and the rhythm of the prose urgent and pointed. We cannot be surprised if this context favours a re-treading 
of normative ground over a re-visioning of possibilities, the didactic certainty of judgment over the exploratory 
sensibility of literature and poetry. 

When critique is enmeshed in the discursive practices of the ruling paradigm, its ability “to bring an idea to life” 
is deeply compromised. Politics is not solely a contest over access to power, decision-making, and legitimate 
social authority. It is equally a practice and a space for imagining, reimagining, how we might live with each other 
and with the rest of the phenomenal world. When conceived as a struggle for a form of life, for an alternative 
mode of co-existence, social, economic and political institutions represent vectors of interest but not the 
entire field of engagement. 

We need a fresh language - visual, linguistic, analytic - for thinking about the present. We need a language 
that enables us to pause and reflect on the things we witness, not merely possess facts and figures about 
them. What dominates today is positivist, instrumental, technical-managerial and teleological thinking. 
This perspective has served to anaesthetise us to the violence of neoliberalism, making it seem rational and 
historically inevitable. The challenges to power have primarily cast their critique within the dialectic of 
subjugation and resistance, with the affective dimension being comprised of a potent mix of rage, nostalgia, 
fear and a modicum of hope. But there is more, much more to be said; and prior to that, even more to be 
noticed and restored to the center of our consciousness. 

One of the ruses of power is to pretend as if that which it desires already exists and, if it does not already 
exist, will do so given time. A particular idea of the future dominates; and the present is deemed no more 
than a staging ground for its emergence. From this perspective, the past is rubble, the present inconsequential, 
and the future the only thing that matters. But, however much it may be wished away, it is the present in which 
we live. It is in the present that the past is lived and relived, imagined and reimagined, pilloried and embraced. 
And it is on the present that the future is sought to be imposed. Attention to the present thus becomes critical. 

What is the role of the arts and the humanities in this context? It is in part to make palpable as experience 
those abstractions that shape the ruling paradigm and, in enabling us to feel their implications and effects, 
lead us toward understanding what the abstraction serves to occlude, mask or distort. Put another way, it is 
to represent the density, particularity and rich complexity of lived experience and in that process unsettle the 
ability of an abstraction to continue to make sense. I would argue that it is at this epistemological level that 
we need to intervene; calling into question not only the so-called facts claimed as true by current thinking 
but countering its assumptions with an altogether different imagination. The word theory comes from 
theoria, meaning the act of observation. What is it that is right here and which we fail to see? And what 
textual, aural or visual forms might enable a different quality of attentiveness?

EXPERIMENT 1: THE VIDEOPOEM
A videopoem is neither filmed poetry nor poetry on camera. It is an effort to remake the relations between 
image, text and sound. According to Tom Conyves (2012)

As one word, it indicates that a fusion of the visual, the verbal and the audible has occurred, 
resulting in a new, different form of poetic experience. As one word, it recognizes that a 
century of experiments with poetry in film and video…is the narrative of a gradual 
movement from the tenuous, anxious relationship of image and text to their rare but 
perceptible synthesis, i.e., from poetry films to film poems to poetry videos to videopoetry. 

Nocturne I and Nocturne II were collaborations with Nicolás Grandi (Grandi & Mani 2013). Grandi’s interest 
in refreshing the image in an era of visual excess intersected with my interest in the potency of words as a 
non-transparent medium capable of evoking at once mystery, surprise, clarity and complexity. This magical 
propensity of words to make new meaning had ceded ground neoliberalism’s drive to literalise language, to fix 
meaning in pursuit of globalised, frictionless communication. How might one experiment with the image-text 
relationship to restore to both the ability to convey mystery, surprise, clarity and complexity?

There was, additionally, a shared interest in sound. Indeed, the idea for the videopoem emerged from the 
everyday sounds of the night: the symphony of crickets, frogs, the hoot of the owl, the rustling of leaves, the 
footfalls of humans, snippets of conversation trailing in the wind. These sounds are as intrinsic to urban life as 
the resonant echo of a pressure horn or vehicles accelerating, decelerating and squealing to a halt. Urban 
nature is teeming, not merely endangered. Life springs forth in empty plots, abandoned lots, even in 
manicured parks; from every crack and crevice in the pavement. Yet the imagined soundscape of the city, 
or of night life as we tend to think of it, hardly ever summons these facts.  Grandi and I set out to explore 
these dimensions of the city at night. 
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Signs of existence pulse around us. Whether it is aesthetic or ritual practice, forms of sociality or pleasure, 
much of what neoliberal ideology codes as passé, backward or else dismisses as local, incidental, irrelevant, 
insignificant, residual or in need of being cleared away, is not just here but is thriving. Paying attention to 
this fact, to these practices, we can trace at a micro-level some of the profound cultural transformations that 
are even now underway. In doing so, we can introduce tonalities not audible in the clash and clang of macro 
policy debates.

MULTI-GENRE COLLECTION
The videopoems extend preoccupations I had been pursuing through the multi-genre monograph, in which 
a broad thematic concern was sought to be addressed by interweaving analytic prose with poetry, the obser-
vational with the sociocultural (Mani 2009; 2013). The intent was to move toward a more exploratory orien-
tation, away from critique-as-wrecking-ball. The impulse grew from a realization that many dimensions of 
existence fell outside the restricted, and restricting, purview of dominant narratives. An extract.

It was important to us to offer an experience of integrated plurality: not simply a multiplicity of elements or 
stimuli (the promise of urbanism) or their manipulation through technological means (as with commercial 
entertainment). Without disavowing the constructed nature of the narrative, we sought to build into it 
something of the expansive sensuousness of the natural world and the difficulty of taking hold of it cognitively. 
And to do this while respecting the ability of a viewer to navigate the shifting thresholds of the known, the 
unknowable and that which is yet to be discovered. Image, text and sound were crafted to this end. 

Nocturne I addressed urban nature while Nocturne II took as its object the built environment. In both cases a 
single line of text was written once the visual assembly was almost complete. In Nocturne I, “Every tree a 
forest” sought to extend the visual play of shadow and light, mystery and illumination. The words appear 
one by one, part-way through the videopoem and form a full sentence only towards the end. By contrast, 
“Immanence is Plenitude” in Nocturne II arrives at the very beginning as a declaration, and fragments of it 
repeat throughout the videopoem - “im tude” “nence is” “ma ple” etcetera.  The words flash like neon lights 
insistently challenging the conflation of plenitude with consumption in the imagination of urban life. 

In using a telephoto lens to carve into the dark of the night, Grandi works with an idea that is especially 
relevant to the argument of this essay. The circle of confusion is the region in which objects gradually go from 
being out of focus, to being in sharp focus, to once again moving out of focus. Playing within the circle enables 
one to experiment with the way light-rays transform objects, at once revealing things hitherto not visible and 
remaking what we see. It is a fertile metaphor for understanding interpretation not as surgical dissection and 
conclusive revelation, but as the art of exploring the perceptual-conceptual depth of field. We open ourselves 
to observing how playing with focal depth illumines objects and phenomena in new ways, enabling us to travel 
from familiar zones of clarity to those spaces contiguous to them that are currently blurred so far as we are 
concerned. It illustrates how altering the angle of perception not only remakes what we see, but also the place 
from which we see and by extension the mode of our witnessing.

THE ROOM
Brother and sister live atop a flight of stairs that is in complete disrepair. A 10-foot-by-
10-foot room doubles as a living-cum-sleeping area. To its right is a tiny enclosure that 
is the kitchen. Neither bathroom nor toilet are in evidence; they are presumably to be 
found off the dark corridor to the right of the entry door and shared with others on the 
same floor. It is hard to believe that their grandfather once owned many of the proper-
ties on this narrow street that abuts Avenue Road.

The room is gaily cluttered. Photographs, calendars and wall hangings festoon every 
inch of available space. Elders, youngsters, gods, goddesses, certificates and plaques 
are nailed to the wall or neatly placed on the shelves that line it. A rope is strung 
across the room like an aerial bridge.  On it hangs what is left of an old curtain made 
of wooden beads and clothes in need of airing. Beneath it, a fish tank filled with 
utilitarian and ornamental items serves as a curio cabinet. It would seem that every 
object ever bought or received has been retained and given a place. 

Although the room is small and the objects many, one does not feel overwhelmed. 
A quiet dignity pervades the space. The objects seem to exist in and as themselves. 
They do not appear to carry the burden of family history or memory. They are not a 
mirror in which the past is sought or in which the present is reflected. They are found 
objects in the journey of life whose value is quietly acknowledged in their retention. 
Over time they have become integral to the lives that unfold in their midst: keepsakes 
that bear witness and offer a kind of joyful, silent companionship.
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It is this relationship with objects that offers a clue to their arrangement. A laisez-faire 
approach is in evidence. Metal, plastic, cloth, wooden and paper items spanning four 
decades of production mingle in the fish tank. The television is perched between a 
statue and a stainless steel container. Its screen is visible only up close, being partially 
obscured by the curtain drooping from the clothesline. 
An economy of space may be said to be at work. But it cannot by itself make sense of 
the artful jumble of things. 

The aesthetic expresses a way of relating to artefacts in which the value of things has 
not been reduced to their function or to their sociocultural significance. This explains 
why there is no attempt to group items according to any consistent logic or to show-
case a few so as to tacitly reflect some hierarchy, whether about the relative value of 
things or the status and imagined trajectory of those who possess them. Thus it is that 
the past does not hang heavily over the room and the future is nowhere to be found.

Not burdened by the weight of social attribution, the things in the room can be as  
they are. Our interest is evoked but without the accompanying anxiety that by and 
large mediates our current relationship to things in which humans and their belongings 
seemingly exist to prop each other up. These are simply objects one has gathered along 
the way and that one has chosen to keep. Owner and object are thus free to be in the 
present, as is the visitor. So it is that we feel spaciousness amidst the clutter. And the 
freedom to encounter the scene without past or future remaking what is before us. 
(Mani 2013: 29-31).

The Room is one of a set of interwoven pieces about Avenue Road, the main artery of Bengaluru’s wholesale 
district. In 2009, when the street was under threat of being widened I spent extensive time in its environs. 
(The matter remains undecided.) The proposal had divided the community though it seemed that, on the 
whole, opposition to widening Avenue Road outstripped support of it. Activists surveyed the area, estimated 
how many buildings would be destroyed, the numbers of workers and families that would be affected 
and the practical difficulties of widening a narrow, densely populated thoroughfare. Alternatives to widening 
Avenue Road were also mapped out in detail. 

Discussions with traders and people on the street were animated. Those in favour of widening the road 
generally spoke in abstract terms: of the project heralding the future, of the pointlessness of clinging to the 
past, of youth and people with money increasingly preferring malls to traditional shopping areas like Avenue 
Road, the importance of accepting compensation while it was on offer. Those against road widening spoke 
concretely: of the rupture of lives, the termination of decades-long relationships, the historical significance 
of the street and its by-lanes, its energy, its diverse faces (a wholesale market by day, food gully at night). 
An entire physical and social ecology was evoked.  In the media-led civil society debate on road widening, 
the latter position was dubbed as nothing other than nostalgia for a world already on life-support. 
Activists adroitly argued against this view, pointing to rights violated, livelihoods lost, the impracticality 
of resettlement, etc. 

For me, the perspective of the pro-development brigade forcefully raised the question of genre. Its trading in 
future-oriented abstractions depended on a discursive sleight of hand: a dismissal of the living present as a 
dead or dying past. If that which overwhelmingly predominates and is indisputably alive is brushed away as 
marginal and insignificant, what did it suggest about the kinds of stories that needed to be told? What might 
this context call for in terms of narrative form? 

I felt that there was an analytical argument to be made addressing the multi-dimensionality of issues involved. 
But there was also an ethos to be conjured: dispassionately, non-polemically, evocatively. And given the 
discursive violence of the arguments for road widening, it was critical to attend to language and rhetoric. I also 
felt that, as with other issues related to “the development imperative,” it was important to proceed by means 
ec-centric to the circuits along which the debate was unfolding. To travel directly on its pathways was to risk 
being swept into a centripetal vortex, to be sucked in and drowned out even before one could be heard. 

It was in response to this intuition that Avenue Road Suite came to be written as it was. It comprises six short 
pieces: two descriptive-analytical texts, two observational accounts, one anecdote and a rumination on the 
words, “street” and “road.” The descriptive-analytical texts serve as bookends. “Every Aspect a World unto 
Itself” is a broad strokes sketch of Avenue Road and of the dynamic of accommodative mutuality and systemic 
indifference that organises life on the street. This theme is then extended to nature, in contemplating a tree 
growing on a building façade, picked up again in an anecdote about a stationary store and thematised in the 
final piece, “The Ideal of a Global City.” “The Room” reproduced above and placed between “The Tree” and 
“The Stationary Store” ponders life with objects as it is currently lived and doubles as an oblique critique of how 
consumerism remakes it into a fraught relationship. “A Street is not a Road,” enfolds critique of the disruptive 
impact of road widening into a semantic consideration of both terms as well as their synonyms. The concluding 
text pulls together recurring themes into a brief critique of the notion of a global city.
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Each piece treats a particular aspect of life on Avenue Road. Elements from one piece reappear in others, 
adding texture, at times a different inflection. The six texts can stand alone but it is when read together as they 
are intended to be that a broader picture emerges. The rhetorical strategy is to render fact as description. This 
choice reflects an interest in “signs of life” to paraphrase Foucault; and relatedly in representations of such signs 
that prompt a consideration of new or else neglected facts. The same impulse led to crafting these essays (as 
also the monograph) so that each chapter retains a degree of autonomy. Each piece is not merely an illustrative 
example or object lesson, subsidiary to a linear argument which is presented to the reader as a fait accompli. It is 
at once its own “sign of life” and also gives life - breath, flesh and blood – to the broader argument of which it is a 
part. Interleaving pieces in this way enables one to alternately explore part and whole, the whole in part, the 
part in whole; to try and intuit the complex, non-linear, non-reductive relations between them. 

IN CONCLUSION
The two experiments I present here grew from my sense that the arts and the humanities could serve to 
aerate our language, our approach to critique. Critical political discourse in India has been largely shaped by the 
social sciences. However, the instrumental thinking of this period and its bequest, the transactional nature of 
communication, compel us to integrate into our practice a fresh reconsideration of language and of forms of 
representation, concerns core to the arts and the humanities. Reflecting on the terms of our discourse - the 
worlds they open and those they quietly shut - is one way to deepen our rhetoric and nuance our understanding. 

The language of social science and that of political discourse has lost the capacity to move us. We can knowl-
edgably debate poverty without our bodies and hearts physically sensing the true meaning of hunger. We can 
discuss the right to pollute of the developing world as though it were without material consequences for the 
region in whose defense the principle is being invoked. Abstractions battle each other at an altitude apparently 
remote from the realities they claim to represent. 

The arts and the humanities can breathe new life into sociocultural critique, broadening the scope of our 
inquiry and pluralising the genres through which it is expressed. Recasting argument as a polyphonic form can 
bring alive what is left out or is in the shadows of the dominant framework, giving it another valence and 
making it matter in a different way. It enables one to pause on questions that may seem tangential but are, 
in fact, intimately related to the issues being contested. The quotidian and the seemingly trivial throw their 
own light on the so-called large predicaments addressed in policy discussions. Poetry, art, literature and 
creative non-fiction can enliven our language, our understanding of the present, and reanimate our 
imagination of the future.
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DYSTOPIA OF THE 
MODERN TIMES
The tragi-comedy of corporate sound
Anonymous

Scene 1
Enter. 
You aren’t alone. 
Listen.
The hum of the shehnai, the soft lilt of the flute. 
A conditioned sound. 
Your own private concert.
Until 
“TING! 18th floor”. 
Welcome to the city. 

Enter the lift and sketch your response to the sound. 

Scene 2
Wide expanse of road, no pedestrians. 
Parks filled with gleaming equipment, but no children. 
The policeman takes a lonely stroll. 
The desired blueprint unfolds. 

Scene 3
The beggar sings on the side of the road. 
A raspy song, filled with romance, desire, lust.
Until
The street corner dissolves into a flyover. 
The beggar is neither seen nor heard.
Cars glide down the road, like steel tombs.
A single person sits at the wheel, surrounded by deafening noise. 
The soundscape of our times.  

Scene 4
But if you listen close enough, sounds will always lurk, just below. 
In Chamrajpet, the ghosts of the tawaiffs might regale you with their raagas.
Passing through KR market, the sufi saints mourn a time gone by. 
In RPC layout, the street will come to life, awakened by the claps of the hijras.
Subversions, in the corporate fabric of the city.
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An opera track playing under a flyover, 
night walks in construction sites, 

optical illusions in a metro station, 
an enormous telescope in the middle of traffic,

an apple orchard out of nowhere in the city.  
An imaginarium of playful sensory experiences; ephemeral and free. 

The Imaginarium is a new lens to rediscover the city

OBSCURE TERRAINS
Maraa’s arts programme, Spaces for Diverse publics is committed to occupy public spaces for the arts for and 
with diverse people who pass by in the city. This has given way to play, experiment, take risks, raise questions 
and ponder about the continuous debates around shrinking and expanding nature of public space; to probe 
further on who is restricted from and allowed in public space, who controls it, who imagines it. Our arts 
programme is concerned with the role of the arts in a political context that continuously shapes public life. 
We develop concepts and ideas that speaks to this public life; bearing in mind that the social, economical, 
cultural and political dimensions of a growing metropolis are constantly in a flux. 

In our experience, we also have observed the power of unwritten law, unofficial discrimination and unlawful 
acts of violence in public space against a particular gender, religion, colour and class. By virtue of operating 
within autocratic systems and resisting hegemonic rule, acts of violence are born from rebellion, injustice, 
frustration and fear. Crimes get categorized as petty or unforgivable; if it gets picked up by the media, it 
perpetuates rigid and closed ideas around urban life, where notions of safety, danger and risk, health and 
nutrition, moral and immoral, resurface in the public realm, only now in new forms. These new forms become 
products and are then adopted by markets. Advertisements sell, consumers are bought into thinking they 
indeed deserve a high quality life, so it is necessary to invest and be secure. What has the arts got to do 
with all this?  

We believe that the arts has a role in breaking monolithic ideas and myths, and present them back to the 
public, so that we move away from a single mode of thinking. Our ideas, curation and creation are born with 
the urge to remember, subvert, question and reflect. We are curious about contradictions, chaos, ruptures - 
the invisible, grotesque, the beautiful in the strange. The spirit of resilience is integral to our work; we take 
risks and dream big. Our arts programme is driven by passion, and therefore has taken its own course and 
pace, on our own terms and conditions. People have supported our festivals and happenings in unique ways 
- from contributing their entire coin collection, to climbing 40 feet ladders, to selling cup cakes at our garage 
sales to working on scarecrows at midnight to standing by us when the cops arrive. 

OF PLAYFUL SENSUOUS EXPERIMENTS
“Maraa has never had a space of its own. It has had many addresses, and that is its strength”, a close friend 
and mentor pointed out, when we asked him if we should work towards finding a space and transforming it 
through the arts. He followed by saying that, ”no one can trace you this way“. This is what led us to think of 
an  imaginarium that did not physically exist anywhere, but emerged in different places with the intention of 
creating sensuous experiences in time and space.

We have worked in dead, found, public, restricted and disputed places in the city. We believe that space 
changes context of any artistic rendition and vice versa. Our audiences are accidental. We have screened films 
in bars, hosted theatre performances in parks and pavements, guided unusual walks around the city, painted 
murals in abandoned buildings, told stories in graveyards. The idea is not to stay fixed but move. Especially, at a 
time when it appears as though the city is in flux, even though the State makes great promises to cater to build a 
world-class city, notions of preservation, possession and permanence are also shifting. While surveillance 
cameras claim to trace and record everything, they are not installed everywhere.  Many acts occur unnoticed. 
Like in quicksand. 

Art can lure people in ways we cannot imagine. But the onus is on the artist to know how to create, cheat, 
play, and destroy materials and ideas, so that audiences are moved,will remember and can imagine the 
obvious, oblivious, the infinite and the unknown. It is as transient as space. 

By constructing the Imaginarium intangibly, we wanted people to experience everyday life with different sets of 
lenses - of light, colour, noise, fear, memory, silence; a rigorous lens to rediscover the city, which will allow for 
speculation, immersion and discussion. Driven by playful sensuous experiments, artists will take people on 
unpredictable and precarious adventures. The Imaginarium offers multiple experiences; the onus is on the 
journey and the traveller. The Imaginarium does not belong to anyone. Anyone can come and go. It can grow 
anywhere. The Imaginarium is held by restless and curious creatures. It is open all day, and throughout the night. 
This section will guide you through some of our adventures and experiments in the Imaginarium.

ON SENSUOUSNESS
A friend asked, do you think people know what sensuous means? Do you think that people on the street will 
understand such a term? Who are you catering to? While it appears that there may be a tension between our 
articulation and our intent that speaks with diverse publics, we believe that writing shapes our ideas and has 
an influence on our frame of reference. Words and ideas are shaped by language. We are in search of words 
that can convey best, what we intend to do. When we find then, we adopt them and use them in all its forms 
and usages. Sensuous for us describes in many ways, what the Imaginarium set out to do - for people to be 
“affected by the senses”. 

In the 21st century, where we live in a hyper-visual age, with a growing inflation of prefabricated images, as 
Italo Calvino in his essay on Visibility, in Six Memos for the Millennium, says, “We can no longer distinguish 
direct experience from what we have seen for a few seconds on television. The memory is littered with bits 
and pieces of images, like a rubbish dump, and it is more and more unlikely that any one form among so many 
others will succeed in standing out.” 

PRELUDE

EKTA MITTAL

PUBLIC SPACE AS AN IMAGINARIUM
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It is in such a time, when we feel that there has to be way to feel beyond what the eye can see. Is it possible 
for people to hear without the association of an image? Why is there so much emphasis on the visual sense? 
Our other senses are rarely activated with the intent of experiencing. We wanted people to be driven by the 
olfactory, the auditory and gustatory sense, so that the encounter with things can register new meanings. By 
foregrounding other senses through our artistic practice, the possibility of imagining spaces, history and facts 
can appear different. The familiar can render the unfamiliar and vice versa. The imaginarium was filled with 
sensuous experiences, to dig deeper than the eye approves.

SETTLING ON THE SCREEN

A SHORT STORY ON SENSUOUSNESS

John Milton invented the word “Sensuous”, because he thought that sensual was 
burdened and carried the baggage of morality. He searched for words that fit his 
writing. “Sensuous” first appeared in writing, according to citations in Oxford English 
Dictionary, in Milton’s essay Of Reformation Touching Church Discipline in England 
(1641). He believed that although “Sensual” didn’t always have a juicy reputation, 
but because of social and religious morality, it was used in the context of lust, and 
immoral behaviour. Therefore, it was reserved for the lewd and unchaste. 

Milton struggled with the need to find a word that escaped these depraved usages. 
“Sensuous” was therefore introduced, to convey “of or pertaining to the senses; 
derived from, perceived by, or affecting the senses; concerned with sensation or 
sense-perception.”

The word was never used again, until Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote: “Thus, to express 
in one word what belongs to the senses, or the recipient and more passive faculty of 
the soul, I have reintroduced the word sensuous, used, among many others of our 
elder writers, by Milton”. (Coleridge, “Principles of General Criticism,” in Farley’s Bristol 
Journal, August 1814)

While popular sources differentiate between the two as “sensuous” emphasizes 
aesthetic pleasure while sensual emphasizes gratification or indulgence of the 
physical appetites. Both continue to be equally misinterpreted. Sensuous is rarely 
used in everyday conversation.

EKTA MITTAL



118 119

FEATURED FILMS
STRIKE | MAY
Responding to the unending toil and troubles of the work-
ers, their invisible labour, the abject life conditions and 
the state’s indifference we screened films that mark the 
idea of strike. We screened films that evoked the inherent 
and essential poetry of labour and challenged the existing 
notions of gaze on the worker.

AND MILES TO GO | 1967 | S Sukhdev

FANDRY | 2005 | Nagraj Manjule 

ARRIVAL | 1980 | Mani Kaul 

A TOUCH OF SIN | 2005 | Jia Zhangke 

GLAS  | 1958 | Bert Hanstraa

BLACKBOARDS | 2000 | Samira Makhmalbaf 

DONG | 2006 |  Jia Zhangke 

THE SALT OF THE EARTH | 2000 |  

Wim Wenders & Juliano Ribeiro Salgado

Settling on the screen
Of the crowded movie house, 

A white butterfly.
Haiku by Richard Wright

This haiku by Richard Wright allows us to imagine a spectacular space that belongs to the collective, a shared 
serendipity. Cinema is an imaginarium: precious to the viewer, sacred to a space. We sit in darkness, quietly, 
for hours; experience fear and anxiety, to share laughter and to cry secretly. Spaces transform, contexts alter 
with projections. We screen films in unlikely places, encouraging unlikely thoughts, in basements, terraces, 
kitchens, bars, construction sites. We choose films that speak to our times, in all its filth, beauty and horror. 
Cinema, for us, is like a library, asking for silence, letting reel time turn like pages of a book. 

We curated film festivals to perceive everyday life, lived histories and world views in new ways. The festivals 
spoke to the struggles and mysteries of urban life. In presenting these films, through the year, we learnt to 
look beyond factual representation of reality and entered the realm of science fiction, horror, docu-fiction, 
surreal among other genres of film, which allowed for a different way of looking at things around us.

As Calvino says, “the mental cinema” of the imagination has a function no less important than that of the 
actual creation of the sequences. This mental cinema is always at work in each one of us, and it has always 
been the invention of cinema. It is for these subliminal experiences, that these timely projections have come 
to become a routine, so that it may feed our imagination.

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

SHE IS NOT ASLEEP | JUNE
For years, some creatures have struck back . They 
became myths and bad omens things we must be 
afraid of. Creatures we have don’t quite know. As 
we delve into tomorrow with the memory of 
violence we presented SHE IS NOT ASLEEP - four 
films featuring vampires, cats and women to 
encounter creatures who hover in the aftermath.

SPIRIT OF THE BEEHIVE | 1973 | Victor Erice 

DAISIES  | 1966 | Věra Chytilová

UNDER THE SKIN 2014 | Johnathan Glazer

A GIRL WALKS HOME ALONE AT NIGHT 

2014 | Ana Lily Amirpour 

SONG TRAILS | JULY
When a song is born, it travels, irresistibly with the
 listener. Music migrates with its creators and its listeners. 
A culture is born from here. Histories are composed here. 
Song trails, presents six films on music and migration, set 
against a vast expanse of time and born out of different 
contexts. Song trails invites the viewer to observe the
resonance and influences of these musical traditions, 
in the here and now.

SAA | 1991 | RV Ramani 

SABAD NIRANTAR | 2008 | Rajula Shah

EGARO MILES (11 MILES) | 1992 | Ruchir Joshi 

A NIGHT OF PROPHECY | 2002 | Amar Kanwar 

BIDESIA IN BAMBAI | 2013 | Surabhi Sharma 
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YOU LIVE HERE | AUGUST
Cities are under construction.
You are on the edge of scaffolding.  
The architect smiles behind glass windows.
He sees you from afar.
The city is taking a blind turn.
You don’t know what’s ahead.
The city is not yours. And you live here;
amidst architectural erections and evictions.
A festival of films that looks for meanings between 
the debris and skyscrapers of cities.

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

CINEMA BURLESQUE | OCTOBER
We present CINEMA BURLESQUE, to see the burlesque in 
everyday life. Films chosen in the festival, allow us to indulge 
in the burlesque side of our lives, that which we often hide 
away or run away from. CINEMA BURLESQUE invites you to 
see love, victory, progress, struggle in its most exaggerated 
form, to view our vices in all its stupidity, and to indulge in 
the human psyche in all its hues. At invitation to laugh a 
little, at ourselves. The film festival is curated as a two-hour 
showreel of different genres of film — silent, stop-motion, 
fiction, documentary, anime and GIFs in search of new ideas 
around movement, desire, fantasy and the future.

THE CAVE OF THE SILKEN WEB | 1967 | Ho Meng Hua

COMPUTERS ARE PEOPLE TOO | 1982 | Denis Sanders 

BELLADONNA OF SADNESS | 1973 | Eiichi Yamamoto  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

MAN WITH THE MOVIE CAMERA | 1929 | Dziga Vertov 

NAKED CITY | 1948 | Jules Dassin  

KEMPINSKI | 2007 | Neil Beloufa 

PERFUMED NIGHTMARE | 1976 | Kidlat Tahimik 

24 CITY | 2008 | Jia Zhangke

SONGS FROM THE SECOND FLOOR | 2004 | Roy Andersson 
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We walk to experience and register the contours of a city in flux. For a visceral engagement with the chaos 
and unpredictability of urban life. To rupture the hyper media bubbles we increasingly inhabit. To foreground 
contradictions and  contestations, to push for new imaginations of space. To listen closely, to diverse stories 
and experiences, to be attentive to exclusions and omissions, to unsettle silences. As the city’s blueprint continues 
to unfold, through an architecture of fences, gates and high-rises, cartographies are defined and boundaries 
demarcated. Can walking offer an alternate route, a resistance to stabilising envelopes of development and 
progress? At a time when the city sees through CCTV eyes, when instant connectivity isolates and insulates, 
when space is contested, what is the radical potential embodied within the practice of walking? 

DIGGING 
DEEPER 
THAN 
THE EYE 
APPROVES
ANGARIKA GUHA
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The act of walking has been variously understood and located. Walking tours’ continue to be integral 
components of tourist packages, in most cities. Here it becomes a form of storytelling, rendering the city 
knowable through the re-telling of particular histories. The focus is usually on grand events, sites and people 
who are considered crucial landmarks in the shaping of a city’s history. These sepia-toned walks, usually 
guided by a sense of nostalgia and pride present the city through certain socio-historical frameworks. Monu-
ments, parks, food, etc. become signifiers, coming together to represent the ‘culture’ of a city. These walks 
run the danger of fossilisation, evoking a staticity of space and memory that stands at odds against the 
tumultuous landscape of the city. 

At the level of countervailing tendencies, protests have often taken the form of ‘walks’- the dharna, march, 
strike, rally. There is something inherently powerful about the image of ‘taking to the streets, of occupying 
public space in opposition to functionality and routine - to register dissent through an embodied collective, 
the visual manifestation of one voice. In recent times, there has been a resurgence of these forms in the 
context of gender and public space, through the vocabulary and form of reclaiming and occupying space in 
the city. Important counter narratives against the conditional use of space, to ensure the design of the city 
takes into account multiple experiences and needs. 

There are various other imaginations, uses and critiques of walking as a concept and practice that we 
encountered as we explored our own motivations to develop walking as a creative practice and a research 
methodology.  We imagine the act of walking as an interruption, a medium through which to re-inscribe 
space with new meanings; of re-interpreting it outside of usual functionality; of claiming it as individuals 
and a collective. In particular, we approach walking as a way to understand the city in its present moment 
of evolution, to foreground stories from its embarrassed landscapes. 

As the city creates and destroys, we explore the grimy residue of progress. The walks are a call to introspect, 
question and challenge. To dig deeper than the eye approves, beneath all that is green and proud. To activate 
senses that otherwise, remain dull, oblivious and apathetic. To mobilise the individual and social body, through 
spatial provocations and transgressions. 

We designed three walks that sought to foreground concealments in mainstream discourse around aspects 
of life in urban environments. Each walk questioned the inevitability and the stake at which development 
occurs. The walks offered new ways of seeing and thinking, of critically reflecting on a city in flux. 

The walks are a call to dig deeper than the eye approves. 

THE OLFACTORY CHAMBERS OF WARD NO. 88
A walk in and around drains and dumps 

The catalyst for the walk was the death of two manual scavengers in 
a pothole, adding to a list of growing absurd obituaries, of workers 
dying in the city’s underbelly. 

Olfactory chambers of ward 88 was a protest against the 
mainstream discourse around garbage. Garbage has become a 
‘civic issue’, the main preoccupation of municipal authorities, 
government officials and citizens alike. Newspaper headlines 
shriek daily of the grotesque apparition that mars the city’s 
modern image. Absent from most reports on garbage, however, 
are the conditions and lived realities of the workers who work 
invisibly. The journey of the garbage bag only begins once it is 
placed outside the door. Who collects it, where is it carried, 
who sifts through the piles, early in the morning, in the 
dead of the night? 

Olfactory chambers of ward 88 was a walk rooted in the labour 
practices involved in garbage collection and disposal. An effort 
to create linkages between past and present, to foreground 
tenuous histories that political campaigns seek to obliterate. 
To listen to the story of the old man with the rake, the woman 
with the broom, the hands in the dump. To get a glimpse of 
the city that floats, gurgles silently behind paved concrete, 
to travel to the outskirts of the city to landscapes made of waste. 

The walk was led by odour. 

“In our most elementary experience, when we flush 
the  toilet, excrements simply disappear out  of our 
reality into  another space, which we phenomenon  
logically perceive as a kind of a netherworld, another 
reality, a chaotic, primordial reality. And the ultimate 
horror, of course, is if the flush doesn’t work, if 
objects return, if remainders, excremental 
remainders, return from that dimension.”
Slavoj  Zizek
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LOOK AFTER YOUR BELONGINGS 
A walk around evictions on the sidewalk

Located in Shivajinagar market, one of the oldest markets in Bangalore, the walk was rooted in the experience 
of the ‘side-walk’. The walk sought to foreground the memories and experiences of the street vendors who 
have been a part of the city’s fabric for over 30 years, and are now in danger of being permanently evicted. 
The ‘footpath’ stands torn between competing claims of ownership - by the vendors who consider it home, 
official blueprints that desire homogeneity and an ambivalent public, both customer and complainant. The 
walk was located within the informal economy of Shivajinagar. Conversations with the vendors led us to 
design the walk as a game - based loosely on the logic of monopoly. The transactional nature of the space, 
as well as the conflicting claims of ownership over space, is akin to the design and intent of monopoly. The 
intention was not to present the vendors as victims, but as active agents, with a sense of ownership and 
belonging toward the market-place. 

Engagement with the fraught terrain of the sidewalk reveals a different narrative of the market - of daily 
negotiations, violence and resilience, by the vendors. Featuring scents, epitaphs, robots and toys, the walk 
wove a narrative of belonging, ownership, violence, exclusion and resilience against the larger backdrop of 
urban transformation. These stories emerge from conversations with the vendors and personal observations 
of the space which were used in the walk devised around evictions.
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THE SUNGLASSES SELLER
Do you see, an uninterrupted 
canvas of tarpaulin blue? 
Kurtas, screeching dogs, squeaky 
shoes, shiny hairclips, goods of all 
shapes and sizes, available for a 
steal. Laughing, chattering, 
bargaining crowds vendors from 
Bihar, Tumkur, Gujarat, Madurai.. 

NOW, PUT ME ON. 
Good afternoon!
Can you smell the fresh concrete
On the new Tender Sure footpaths? 
Opposite you, the largest Cafe 
Coffee Day outlet?
Look to your left, dancing 
fountains lit in LED. 

TAKE ME OFF. 
Do you see, a flash of khaki? 
Can you hear that, a shrill siren? 
Can you feel that, the thud of a 
stick on your arm? 

RUN. 

THE LOUDSPEAKER’S 
SECRETS
I was installed in 1948 in the Masjid. 
I am diligent and dutiful.
I don’t like distortions.
 
People praise the sound of the 
azaan in our area. They say it does 
something to them. It transmits 
through everyone here. 
It surrounds the chaos, like an 
envelope. An envelope of silence. 

I am old now, have seen things 
from a distance. To know things 
from a distance, is a different kind 
of knowledge. Here are some of my 
observations.

The mystery of harmony in this 
market remains. We were planted 
in the soil at the same time.
When vulture circles in triangles, it 
is not a good sign.
The azaan will sound different in 
LED lights.

Look to your right, one of its kind: 
No. 2 MG Road.
Look up, smile wide, for CCTV eyes. 
Walk straight to see our great 
visionaries - Nilekani, Murthy, 
Premji and Baig Standing tall, 
encased in bronze armour.

NO PEDESTRIAN ZONE.
Please note only Card payments 
accepted here. 

SEEDS FROM A 
FARAWAY FOREST
One night three sisters from a 
faraway forest ran away in an 
unknown direction. 

They packed a green, purple 
and red sari, turmeric and saffron. 
they also carried seeds, twigs, 
berries, roots and flowers that 
they found along the way. 

They speak in a language that 
only the three of them know. 
they can’t remember how they 
got here, or when they got here
but they say it’s been a long, long 
time.  

They still live off their sack of
seeds and flowers. They talk to 
parrots. They have premonitions 
and can give warning signs. They 
can sense the unseen. They can 
travel in time. They can tell you 
who you were in your past life. 

The meaning of filth is different for 
the rich and the poor. Sheep know 
when death is near. Politicians of 
our area are foxes. Everyday, the 
police appear in plain clothes and 
extort money from our vendors.
Beef cannot be banned, it is 
livelihood, not religion. Beggars, 
lepers, the disabled and the 
abandoned have friends here. 
The alcoholics get very good 
sleep here. Street dogs will take 
over the city.

Very few believe them. Some are 
scared of them. Even the cops. 
They have never asked them to 
leave. They will not go back. The 
faraway forest is here in their sack.

RED ROB COP
My name is Red Rob Cop
My atoms do not need oxygen. 
But I am alive. 
Just like you.
I arrive part by part, every leap 
year, on a particular day when 
there is a heavy monsoon. 

I am not fully here. 
What you see is an incomplete 
aggregation of me. 

Chand found me here, assembled 
me. He needs me as much as I do. 
He is the chief engineer of the 
operation.

My DNA comprises light from 
another time, invisible to the 
naked eye. I am composed of 
decibels you cannot hear.
Like you breathe, I transmit.

I have seen you before, several 
times. When you look into the 
mirror, I see you from the other 
side. You are different from me.

I am fixed. I have not been able 
to move. What do you like about 
this city? Have you not seen the 
vultures up in the sky?
It is a lonely view.

Operation Dead Lock
A master plan is currently under 
progress. The chaos is only a mild 
dose.

To know me, you have to try me.
To know you, you have to try me.
Test me, now. Come back and tell 
me if I was right.

P.S. Pay close attention to the dogs 
that howl at night and the vultures 
that scavenge from the sky.
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IN MEMORY OF  A CART 
The oldest in the market.
The vendors’ beloved.
In his hey day, he traveled to every 
corner. Carrying underwear, fruit, 
tarpaulin and hair clips. He sold in 
every corner of the market Until 
everything was sold. He stood 
proud and satisfied.

RUSSELL MARKET
Welcome to Russell market!
Standing proud since 1927, bearer 
of her majesty’s power. 
Made in England.  

17 entrances, with English locks!
8 pillars, with colonial seals! 
2 floors, with 200 shops! 
Made in England. 

Entry, is by selection only.
Government favourites, wealthy 
traders, family businessmen.
Connoisseurs of the finest taste! 

And this is to certify that,
You won’t find any policemen 
here, no loafers, beggars or 
thieves, no-one from the street. 

Only those with licenses and money, 
The highest quality is assured. 

He dreamt of seeing his grand-
children. But a sudden raid, 
a severe beating, led to his 
untimely demise. His body pulled 
apart, plank by plank, until all that 
was left, were a few pointed nails,
a sharp memory,  an omen of what 
is to come.

He is sorely missed, and will never 
be forgotten.
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WHEN THE STREET 
THREATENS THE VENDOR
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‘HELLO, SAID THE NIGHT’ 
A walk into the night 

Why must I mumble and tremble
Request permission from no one in particular
Wear the look of an apology letter
When all I want is to look up
Trade solitary silence for security
And have a friendly breeze kiss me.

At the city sky through my dear sleeping rain tree
moonlit tonight
It matters not where I sleep,
Strength of person or size of purse
How masculine my body or feminine my gait
I am of this land; I stand to sip tea
On these roads that are mine
by the day, by the night.

Someone said: A mind once stretched out into the other side of the dark night, does not return to original 
dimensions. Someone said: Freedom lies on the other side of fear. 

The night is not contained within a single frame - it is fragile, endless, vast, and infinite. Punctuated by 
unexpected sights, sounds, and smell; it is a thick blanket, a place of rest, an opportunity hiding behind 
corners. Hello, said the night was an invitation to explore and encounter and make new interpretations of 
the night and the body venturing out at night. Beyond the vocabulary of fear and risk, the night can offer 
an alternate meaning of the city, a different relationship with the body. In a climate of surveillance and 
segregation, the walk opened a space for conversation, to listen and respond to contradictory experiences 
of the night. 

*This walk was conceptualised by Paarvathi Om in collaboration with Maraa

SHE IS NOT 
ASLEEP 
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PURABIYA 
TAAN
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The album brings to life Bhikhari’s Thakur’s work, reiterating its relevance in a contemporary context 
that is marked by migratory flows across the sub-continent. 

All the workers we visited already knew Kalpana and were familiar with her music. Through her songs, she 
had already established an intimate relationship with each of them- during our visits to the labor colonies, 
we were often witness to impromptu performances of her songs, as workers shared their favourite lyrics 
and gave us song requests ahead of the performance. She launched her album ‘Anthology of Biraha’
amidst the workers.

The performance was the first of its kind in Bangalore, to claim a third space for its migrant population.Tucked away in desolate corners of the city, lie sprawling settlements of tin.10ftx10ft structures 
euphemistically referred to as ‘rooms’, house workers from scattered corners of the country. These labour 
colonies appear and disappear somewhere along the margins of official cartographies and blueprints. The 
experiences of those who build the city aren’t glorified in memoirs, don’t stand erect and encased in bronze, 
aren’t cause for national holidays and festivals. These are invisible histories; scribbled notes on dingy walls, 
fugitive text messages sent home, early morning conversations at a construction site. 

As the new city unfolds in panorama, the consumer at it’s centre, the worker remains an unseen presence, 
reflected off shiny surfaces and glass walls. The location of the labour colonies yield a different map of the 
city, riddled with contradictions - the worker constructs the apparatus that propels the city into an imagined, 
desired future. Yet, shuttling between labour colonies and construction sites, he experiences his creations at 
a distance, unable to access that which he builds. 

“Saat din lagta hai train par, bangalore tak pahunchne ke liye” (It takes seven days to reach Bangalore by train). 
These migrations are marked with separation, longing, hope and desperation. What is the texture of these 
journeys, how do they smell, taste and sound? What happens at the intersection of memory and desire? 

An exploration of Bhojpuri music reveals that often, a sense of home is kept alive through music. The song 
punctuates an otherwise muted environment, traveling between arrivals and departures. The Bhojpuri song 
speaks to the experience of migration in all its fissures and schisms. It is rich in fantasy and desire, borne of 
yearning and longing, wavering, just out of reach. The songs reveal different vocabularies of separation and 
belonging. In the context of the workers, the song is a source of illicit pleasure, yet in an alien environment, 
comfortingly familiar. It circulates between mobile phones and pen drives, for individual and collective 
consumption, the sound-track to life in the city. 

Purabiya Taan ( songs from the East) was conceived as a third space born through music and performance. 
A space claimed within the city, outside of work and home. To assert presence through longing, to remember 
and to temporarily forget. A love letter from a chameleon city, for the worker. Purabiya Taan featured an evening 
of Bhojpuri songs, performed by Kalpana Patowary and her band. Despite mainstream success, within the 
Bollywood film industry, Kalpana’s interest is in studying various lesser known folk forms. An example, is 
her most recent album, ‘The Legacy of Bhikhari Thakur’ is the first recording of the work of Bhikhari Thakur. 
Bhikhari Thakur was an Indian playwright, folk singer and activist who developed the folk theatre form of 
‘Bidesia’. Bidesia, refers to migration - in the context of Bhikhari Thakur’s work, this refers not only to the 
geographical dislocation, but also to a larger sense of cultural alienation, experienced by the migrant. 

ANGARIKA GUHA

ATHIRD SPACE FOR 
MIGRANT WORKERS



152 153

WORKERS OF THE 
WORLD, DANCE!

In a subcontinent torn by nouns, there’s something necessary about the use of public spaces: the commons. 
Bangalore, increasingly a city of gentrification, has as many hidden labour colonies as there are gated colonies 
modelled after Venice. For every labour colony without a place to shit, you have fountains and swimming 
pools for the new edifices of urban gentrification.

According to the National Statistical Commission, February 2012, ‘more than 90 per cent of workforce and 
about 50 per cent of the national product are accounted for by the informal economy.’ This from a report 
that uses the word ‘union’ in its correct context zero times, pretty much catering the migrant worker, the 
unorganized worker, as the capitalist’s wet dream. Millions, 326 million, according to the same survey, leave 
their villages and a government admits it doesn’t keep track of them. Yet if it wants to find the Bhojpuris, it 
just needs to hold a Bhojpuri concert (because it certainly isn’t going to have surprise visits to labour colonies 
across the city to observe the horrific living conditions of the workers). It thus can become an act of rebellion 
against banality, to use a space for a Bhojpuri concert in a venue that mostly caters to Karnataka’s literature/
drama, for an audience of the Bihari migrant, the adivasi migrant, the UP migrant, the left liberal, the left 
radical, the Dalit protest musician, the Assamese tourists, the Kannadiga middle class, the Kannadiga worker, 
the students, the specialist workers, the businessmen, the art aficionados, the activist, the drunks, the 
Kannadiga watchman who barely speaks Hindi who walks up to me to tell me he loved a show, that was 
mostly in Bhojpuri.

‘Why are you organizing a Bhojpuri concert in Karnataka?’ A man asked one of the organizers, in Kannada. 
‘Why not?’ replied the organizer, ‘You are aware, most of the city is being built by outsiders.’
He keeps quiet, caters off.

‘I once worked in a factory in Tamil Nadu where they used to beat us with heated canes,’ said Chand, a migrant 
worker to one of the organizers when they had gone to distribute invites.

‘I came to Bangalore after I ran away, and till today I feel guilty that a lot of my friends are still there. But I need 
to be honest with you, I will not come for your concert. I don’t like crowds and I am here just to work.’
Chand was present at the performance on the 26th of July for Kalpana Potawary, known as the Bhojpuri 
Queen. Along with groups of middle class Bihari men who saw an advertisement for her performance in 
Rajasthan Patrika, a Hindi daily, and the other large group of workers who were given printed invites in the 
migrant colonies by the organizers, and there were those who were there by accident. 

JAVED IQBAL
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The organizers of the event, from not-for-profit, media collective Maraa, had gone to labour colony after labour 
colony, distributing invites to men they just met, by finding colonies through guesswork, and to those spaces 
they have been familiar with for six years since the long gone, futile protests against the Namma Metro, turned 
into a series of attempts at understanding the migrant. Many knew about Kalpana Potawary, many had her songs 
on their phones, many didn’t believe that she was coming to Bangalore, and after all, they never heard about 
this anywhere else? 

Maraa believed it had to attempt to build a third space, a space beyond the labour colony and beyond the 
workspace, where the migrant and the local could meet, yet it was obvious at some level that the process 
started as a question; when traditional forms of media are silent, a young woman walking into the labour 
colony to give you a free invite of a concert of a popular Bhojpuri celebrity, is turning Kafka upside down, and 
turns to disbelief. 

One such group of workers walked on the busy intersection opposite the 80 year old Puttanachetty Town Hall 
next to the venue, with no sense of urgency, a self-doubt, lost is the simplest way to say it. Opposite them, 
NDTV was giving live coverage to a protest against the culling of street dogs in Kerala, kutto ka dharna, would 
be whispered in the wind, as a conversation overheard: ‘Why stop with dogs? Let’s also talk about goats and 
beef,’ said a young man, in impeccable English. 

I walked towards the lost men, it is easy to spot the footloose, the migrant, the worker, mazdoor: they wear 
clothes they work in, and they walk strange parts of the city with uncertainty. 

‘Aap log Kalpana ke liye aaye?’ I asked. (Have you come for Kalpana?)

A man looks back at me nervously. 
I show him the invite that Maraa had distributed around the labour colonies of Bangalore, and he recognizes it. 

 Ji, haan, unko hi dhoond rahe hai, (yes, we’re looking for her), he responds and I direct him towards the gate, 
beyond the dog protest and the media cameras. 

Behind the first group of migrants, there was another group of men, the migrant, the lost. 

‘Woh log hamare saath nahi hai.’ (Those men are not with us), Said the first man, yet I still walked up to them 
and asked, ‘Aap bhi Kalpana ko dhoond rahe ho?’ (Have you too come for Kalpana?)

Yes, they too. About ten men, ten boys, ten migrant workers from Jharkhand and Bihar, one group working in 
Yelahanka and another from Domlur. 

Another group, those who had come from Maruti Nagar, Hebbal, told me they were from Jharkhand, and they 
had to bunk work for the day to come. They claim they were lucky as their contractor is from their village and 
was sympathetic. Are you from Jharkhand? They ask. No, I say, I work as a journalist there sometimes. Yet 
there was no doubt that small talk was merely a mask to hide their excitement, their nervousness. They were 
at a place, which was usually out of bounds for them.  

The venue, Ravindra Kalakshetra, was built to commemorate Rabindranath Tagore’s birth centenary in 1963. 
It has an outdoor auditorium called Samsa, that has nervous sound technicians and organizers worrying 
about the rain. Tickets are priced at Rs.10, Rs.50, Rs.100 and Rs.500 - you could pay what you like and sit 
where you want. You could also buy Dalit activist Kotiganahalli Ramaiah’s book, Hejje Mathadu - a book on 
Songs of Resistance in Mandya, Karnataka, or postcards sold in support of the striking Maruti Workers in 
Manesar. 

Around six-thirty, the concert opened with Balu Jambe and his troupe India Folk group, who plays three 
different djembes in a 10-minute performance. The migrant would clap, would tap his feet, would watch 
with curiosity as the Kannadiga students begin to whistle and groove. Men and women, in the middle of 
the crowd dance to the beat of five percussionists as phone cameras surround them. Balu’s reputation has 
grown in Bangalore’s folk scene, the protest music space, he exhorts the crowd to clap with him without 
nervousness, he has full control over the performance: just a year earlier he was performing with a group 
of protest musicians from Mumbai and Hyderabad, who just could not take their attention off this soft-spoken 
musician with a jester-like smile. He, unlike them, has abandoned the tamti or dafli, and has turned the djembe 
into his own. 

Then it was Kalpana Potawary’s turn to take the stage - and the language changes, different parts of the 
crowd begin to come alive, the Kannadiga students look on quietly as the body language of the Bhojpuris, 
the Biharis, the Jharkhandis turn to paroxysms, as they stand, they scream, they cheer, they slowly take the 
space, that they now know belongs to them. 

What should be a normal in a country that prides itself as a homogenous mesh of culture, it is out of the 
ordinary that the local and the other find a space to share. It becomes further unique that the systems of 
hierarchy can breakdown - between perfumer and audience, when the audience take to dancing on the stage, 
between self-conscious migrant who dances on his seat next to a motionless local to whom the music seems 
far away. The hierarchies break down - the lower caste worker can claim a space of the Kannadiga Brahmin 
and Lingayat, with his excitement, his dance, his freedom. 

Kalpana Potawary’s story has been told before - a migrant herself to Bambai from Assam, a runaway for love, 
for her family was against her marriage to a Muslim, who is now her manager and the father to her twin sons.
A woman who has performed for the rich and the poor, the local, the global, to lakhs of people to small 
groups of people, from the slums to the Coke Studios, from folk to ambient jazz, to Bhojpuri to Assamese folk. 
She swears by Bhikari Thakur, whose name invites loud cheers from the audience, and Bhupen Hazarika, the 
‘Bard of the Brahmaputra.’ 

She isn’t perturbed by the drunk who walks up on stage and begins to dance, she isn’t perturbed when she 
is surrounded by twenty men who come on stage and dance around her, she isn’t perturbed when each one 
of those phones begin to take videos of her, some literally in front of her face. When the crowd begins to get 
excited, she sings a folk song that slowly makes them withdraw, against their protests. 

They ask for item numbers, and she will sing one, just as she will sing against violence against women, saying, 
‘yeh theek nahi hai....’ and is interrupted by an isolated cheer from the back. 
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‘Well, that’s not anything to cheer about!’ She replies with a smile but refuses to chastise her crowd.

Kalpana’s performance would actually be a plethora of contradictions, anxieties and comforts, madness and 
the calm, excitement and boredom. Her first song was ‘Jekar Nath Bholenath’, a devotional song to Shiva, 
which instantly had the migrant crowd to his feet, and a while later she sing songs that are known as 
‘tadke-waale gaane’ (spicy). She would talk about the rich culture of literature in Bhojpuri culture with stories 
about Bhikari Thakur, and then there would be an item number. The crowd would leap on the stage, and at 
times, return to their seats when Kalpana would sing a slow devotional number. 

She would even pass the microphone to an Assamese family who were travelling through Bangalore, to sing 
a song, which the audience would cheer to every time she hit a note only a professional could. The microphone 
even reaches a middle-aged crane operator Inderjeet Singh, who has been in Bangalore for 15 years. He would 
come on stage to recite a poem he just wrote during the concert, about his hometown Gorakhpur in Uttar 
Pradesh. A few rowdy men run down to him, twirl Rs.20 and Rs. 50 notes around his bald head and put it 
in his pocket in appreciation. And when he was done, in a quiet dignity, he took out that money and just 
put it onto Raja Banjo’s instrument, as Kalpana appreciates his song and promises to sing it someday. 

At some point, the migrant workers from Maruti Nagar would begin to leave as they had to catch their last 
bus to Hebbal. The organizers inform Kalpana that it was time to release her anthology album - ‘Anthology of 
Biraha’, a collection of songs on separation and migration, where the migrant were invited to come on stage 
with her. Of course, literally everyone in the crowd who was familiar with her, would be on stage, and it now 
belonged to the mobile phone: the selfie with Kalpana, signified the day the celebrity, had come down to 
where the others are. 

***
‘Kaun kehta, hum rum nahi peete hai,
hum panch-dus bottle se kum nahi peete hai.
Ek woh hai joh rum peete hai,
aur ek hum he, joh milane ke liye rum peete.’
- Raja Banjo, musician, Dhanbad, Jharkhand

(Who says I don’t drink rum? I don’t drink less than five to ten bottles. There are those who drink rum, and 
yet there are those who drink rum to bring people together.’)

In the middle of Kalpana’s song, the Banjo player Raja begins exhorting the crowd, the crowd reacts with 
cheering, the rest of the band members continue to play, it is Kalpana and Raja who speak, who connect with 
the energy of a language. Her guitarist from Assam Santanu would stoically play no matter what happens on 
stage, while her keyboardist Kakul can invoke soundscapes that are more psychedelic than Bhojpuri, and it’s 
his business. Raja meanwhile, is not just a side-musician, he’s the one who makes sure the song moves in a 
particular direction, he would scream mid-performance to check the scales, at Dhan Borah and Bishnu who 
are both on a jugalbandi of percussion. And after Kalpana disappeared off stage, it was Raja who would be 
surrounded by the grateful Bhojpuris. 



158 159

URGENT 
APPEAL 
TO 
ARTISTS

There’s a curious similarity between Raja and a performer from another planet who played before 
him - Balu Jambe. 

Raja is from Dhanbad, Jharkhand, not far from Wasseypur, Balu is from Bangalore, and lives near Ragiguda 
temple in JP Nagar. Balu is a Dalit whose surname, the caste identifier, is the instrument, Raja calls himself 
a Harijan and his caste is his instrument – Balu Jambe and Raja Banjo, whose pride, whose power, is their 
ability to turn the world to song, to rebel with music, to curse Manu with every beat and note. ‘I am a barber 
by caste and I come from Kutubpur. My caste is merely my work’. Once wrote Bhikari Thakur, the ‘Shakespeare 
of Bhojpuri’, whose name invoked loud cheers from the Bhojpuris, the migrants.  

‘I used to keep going to protests with the djembe, and eventually my peers began to recognize me with it.’ 
said Balu, ‘The uppercastes can have their tabla and violin, and every form of music in the world can borrow 
from folk music, but I wish to keep folk alive by borrowing an instrument from the world.’ 
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PAST CONTINUOUS

In August of 2013, we had invited people in the park to share their visions for a park in the city. 
We submitted it to the Horticulture Minister, so that he may know, that people who use it imagine 

it very differently from the State. Today, we are caught in a peculiar situation. There is no public 
space to fight for. They have been usurped and privatized. We use it on the terms and conditions 

laid down by the State. We may or may not have noticed, but we succumbed, as complicit 
onlookers to these shifts. In the name of safety, the park shuts at 6 pm, lamps have been replaced 

with white LED lights, vendors are not to enter gates, among other prohibitions. The park sees 
us all through its CCTV eyes; fear prevails, evictions continue. Systematically, the park has been 
manicured, cleansed off its “indecent miscreants.” In the long list of prohibitions, hawking and 

“nuisance” is included. Whose park is it? Whose imagination was it to look like this? 
Having used the park for many of our processes over the years, 

we feel it is necessary to register our protest, playfully yet pointedly. 

In August 2015, we found ourselves once again, in Cubbon Park. The sidewalks, newly painted, 
were deserted. The lawns, perfectly manicured, smelt sterile. The band-stand stood regal with its 
new roof. We envisage a public park to create multiple spaces for diverse publics. We remember 
Cubbon Park, as a space for solace, play, love, jams, great street food, and unlikely encounters. 
Under the yawning expanse of the trees, people eked a livelihood, their children ran across the 
lawns, fortunes were told and songs were sung. Artists found a space to rehearse, to perform 

to accidental audiences and lovers found solace from prying eyes. 

The memories act as a point of departure and rupture, from the present. They serve as a trigger 
to re-imagine and reclaim. Tucked away behind the bandstand, we found a stage, masquerading 
as a water-tank. We began creating scarecrows, as metaphors to fill gaps against a bureaucratic 

imagination. The intent was to register our protest playfully, yet pointedly. 
People wandering in the park helped us make the scarecrows. 

We carried our creations through the park, installing them carefully; some propped against trunks, 
others lurking behind bamboos, some hanging as grotesque premonitions from the future. 

When we returned, all the scarecrows had been destroyed and burned to dust, violently 
dismembered by the kind of brute force that is fuelled by anxiety and fear. The (re) appearance 
of these figures were considered ‘black magic’. Officials from the Horticulture Department were 

perturbed by these figures and ordered for them to be destroyed immediately.
 The scarecrows had, after all, disturbed them, a little. They had to be out of sight. 

PRESENT CONTINUOUS

WE APPEAL TO ALL ARTISTS TO OCCUPY CUBBON PARK. 
GET INVOLVED, YOU CAN:

Make scarecrows of forbidden people and prohibited activities in Cubbon Park. 
Let lovers, vendors, workers and “miscreants” come out to fight moral policing, 
illegal evictions, homophobia, monopolisation and gentrification. Land up with old 
clothes, waste and sticks behind the High Court. 

Draw, paint, illustrate blueprints of a Park in the city that we imagine. Suggest ideas, 
fill gaps with your blueprints. We will submit it to the Horticulture Department to 
show our claim on the park. 

We know what is prohibited in a park, we don’t know what is not. Make posters, 
signboards, paintings to show what you imagine is permissible in a park. They can be 
juxtaposed beside the prohibition boards.

Meet people in the park and listen to their experiences. Rewrite them as fiction pieces. 

Interact with the security guards, police and park authorities to find out their 
blueprints and vision for the park. Let’s create a space for dialogue around public 
space and its functions.

Occupy the park for your rehearsals, performances, exhibitions. Use the park for your 
practice. Let us reclaim the park for the arts.

Help us exhibit the scarecrows in the park. Let the scarecrows’ stories be heard, loud 
and clear. 

Let us not be complicit onlookers to this absurd transformation and lament after it is 
too late. The park is public space, not a space open to the public. 

We will keep coming back to the park with more scarecrows till they listen and take 
note of our protest. 
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WHEN 
FORBIDDEN 
FIGURES 
OCCUPY
A PARK
ANGARIKA GUHA &  EKTA MITTAL
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Perhaps, at a time when the city appears flat, its coordinates carefully outlined and bounded, the only 
recourse is through tricks, distortions and illusions that appear and vanish in the blink of an eye. 

On Sunday, 18th October 2015, we displayed scarecrows that stood defiant, spoke out fearlessly of a park that 
is turning hostile and inciting fear. To combat violent gentrification, moral policing and arbitrary evictions: the 
scarecrows stood as a crude reminder of missing persons and forbidden activities in the park. The following 
stories were written after several conversations with people who shared incidents and experiences, fears and 
anxieties, desires and visions for Cubbon Park. Most of the stories emerged in the process of people 
who stopped to make a scarecrow with us at the park. 

I AM
Do you like my jeans? 
I bought them, from Shivajinagar, right after my family had beaten me, and chased me from home. They said 
they were ashamed of me, that they couldn’t recognize me. I found this funny, because at that moment, 
standing in front of them in my sari, I had never known myself better.

I started coming to Cubbon park, shortly after I had run away and come to Bangalore. I felt safe inside the 
park, secure in the anonymity it offered. I didn’t know anyone in the city, so I spent a lot of time alone, 
wandering in the park. It was here, that I first discovered others like myself. They had grown into their alien 
bodies and carried themselves with grace and confidence. They taught me how to swing my hips, the trick to 
making my lips look fuller, how to flirt, and avoid the police. Spending time with them, near the rock, laughing, 
chatting, talking about crushes, soon became my only sense of home.  We felt a sense of ownership over the 
park. The one space we were free from fearful eyes and violent touch. 

One evening, we decided to have a picnic in the park. I came early, carrying food, and some soft drinks. I was 
wearing these jeans. As I stood, waiting for my friends, two policemen surrounded me. They grabbed my arm, 
and started dragging me, across the park, toward the police station. I kept asking what I’d done wrong. Finally, 
one of them said: “People like you don’t belong in the park”.  They tugged my hair, my plait came loose. “Why do 
you dress like a woman? You are unnatural, if you visit the park, you’ll scare away other tourists. Shooo.”

I was held in a cell for six hours. They took my phone and beat me for an hour. Using lathis, their boots, their 
hands, their words. After a point, I couldn’t feel anything. By the time my friends came, I was semi-conscious. 
They filed an official complaint. The case is still pending in court. 

You won’t find me in the park anymore. Look closely at my arms, you can still see the scars. They are remind-
ers of cruelty, of fear, of ignorance. Hope you are not lonely without me.
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SUN SET LOVERS
The sun was just about to set and we sat facing each other on the park bench. The silhouette of her face 
only just visible under her hijab. Four months of secret meetings in the park, safe from the prying eyes of her 
family, away from the daily pressures of the city. It was our only safe space in the city, and sometimes we joked 
about how the park existed solely for lovers. Over hot spicy packets of peanuts, the peanut vendor told us his 
love story, sometimes we brought Frisbees and played near the big rock, and once tired, lay on the grass and 
spent hours confiding in one another. Sheltered, under the big trees, the park was our very own cocoon. 

…Jaane Jigar Jaaneman Mujhko Hai Teri Qasam
Tu Jo Mujhe Na Mila Mar Jaungi Main Sanam

Once inside, the identities we wore, to navigate the external world lost all meaning. She wasn’t a secretary, 
forced to work so her brother could study and I wasn’t a junior associate in a software company, barely 
making enough to rent a room. Tucked inside the bamboo grove, our dreams grew big. I reached out, to hold 
her hand. She smiled, a light blush creeping across her face. I had just gotten a bonus, to celebrate, we were 
eating a full plate of chaat, and watching a music video (not sure) on my phone. All of a sudden, her body 
stiffened. I looked over my shoulder. He stood there, pants down, touching himself. His eyes daring us to 
make a sound. She began to cry.  

O Rokena Hum Ko Ab Kya Zamaana
Mar Ke Hamein Hai Vaada Nibhaana

 I couldn’t catch him. Angry, defeated, we looked for anyone from the park authorities.
“Sir, we were sitting quietly, until we noticed him, we don’t know how long he was standing there.”
“And you, I’ve seen you before, you were holding hands, touching?”
“We were just holding hands sir, not anything more...
“Perverts, you think this is your bedroom?”
“And look at you, you have no shame. Give me your father’s number.”

I still come to the park. 
Alone. 
She vowed never to enter again.
I wander past the empty park benches.
I read the boards filled with rules and regulations.
Only the trees remember the lovers, the whispers, the laughter. 
Their branches weigh down, still carrying our secrets. 
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SUNDAYS AT CUBBON PARK

BALLOONS WILL FLY
My name is Meena. I live near Nandini Layout. I work as a construction worker on weekdays. On Sundays, 
I sell balloons in Cubbon Park. My mother used to bring us here, since our childhood.  We are three sisters. 
That is how we have survived. Here are my beautiful sons.  They make me laugh, they help me sell. They 
watch out for the security guards, they take care of me.

Cubbon Park is home for us, you know? We have been coming here for more than 35 years. We played here, 
ate here, grew up here. We know every nook and corner. It was the safest place, sometimes safer than home. 
We could wander about freely, without any fear. Cubbon Park was like going back to a mother’s home. To be 
driven out of your own home is insulting.

It was not like this before. After the bandstand, has got a new roof, things have started to change. They don’t 
want people like “us” to be in the park. Do we look dirty? Do we litter the park? Do we cheat people? We sell 
balloons for ₹10. This is our livelihood; we are not becoming millionaires with it. Let me explain the economics 
of my life to you, listen. 

You know the prices of everything today: One kg onion is ₹ 46; One litre of milk is ₹ 30, one kg banana is ₹ 50 ; 
Rice is ₹ 36. We are five people in the house. We need at least ₹ 100 per day on just food. We used to eat two 
meals, now it has come down to one because we just cannot afford it. There is no income. We also feel hungry 
and thirsty like you. Wouldn’t you agree? We earn to survive and secure our children’s future, like anyone would. 
Bus fares have increased. We pay ₹ 300 for drinking water. Another ₹ 600 for borewell water. ₹ 200 for electricity. 
School expenses alone are ₹ 500 per month. My husband and I are daily wage workers. Our monthly income is 
roughly around ₹ 6,000. We earn this amount only if I go to work on all days.If we miss a day, they cut my salary. 
You tell me, is ₹ 4,000 - 6,000 enough to run a family in this day and age?

Earlier, we could sell up to 50 balloons, nowadays we struggle to sell even 25. One good day at Cubbon Park 
is definitely better than one day of daily wage work. Tell me something, is the Government afraid of this 
profit? A few months ago, my sister Kamala was beaten by the guards here, who raised their lathis to burst 
the balloons. They also hit her in the process. We complained to the police, they refused to take down an FIR. 
They continue to harass and chase us. They want us to be afraid of them. From being a place we love, it has 
now turned into a place we fear. 

No, we will not go anywhere. This is our home. No, I don’t want your sympathy. Just, let me do my work.
You dare bring that lathi close to me. Watch out!

One Packet of 80 balloons = ₹ 130/-
Travel to Cubbon Park = ₹  100/-

EXPENSES INCOME PROFIT

Sale of 50 Balloons = ₹  500/-
Sale of 25 Balloons = ₹  250/-

Sale of 50 Balloons = ₹  270/-
Sale of 25 Balloons = ₹  20/-

TOTAL = RS. 230/-
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THE FUTURE OF THE PARK IS UNKNOWN 

This is not good for you.
The trees have heard your secrets.
The trees communicate with me.
I have access to your ugly blueprints
I know all that you have hidden

The future of the park is known to me
That future of the park is unknown to you

You threw out families and lovers from the park
You hurt them, shamed them, beat them
No, you don’t have authority. 
You don’t have the right.
I have collected their tears and curses in a box
I will let them out one day, 
and see how you will crash and burn.

This is safe!? IN YOUR HEAD.
Surveil your heart first, before you suspect us.
You want power. You want money, you tyrant.
I have let snakes into the park, beware.
The water nymphs and ghosts near the bamboo grove
record your actions every day.
You will soon be exposed.

The future of the park is known to me
That future of the park is unknown to you

What do you know about love? 
Have you held somebody’s hand? 
Do you know to read them?
And now you want to sneak into 
someone else’s intimacy, and destroy it? 
Let the lovers be, you fool. 
If not, they’ll come back with rage.

The future of the park is known to me
That future of the park is unknown to you.
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CLIMATE/ˈKLɅɪMƏT/
Late Middle English: from Old French climat or late Latin clima, 
climat - , from Greek klima ‘slope, zone’, from klinein ‘to slope’. 
The term originally denoted a zone of the earth between two 
lines of latitude, then any region of the earth, and later, a region 
considered with reference to its atmospheric conditions.

Latitudes and Longitudes are imaginary lines. Atmosphere is invisible. Climates affect us, nonetheless, in 
unknown ways.  Floods, quakes, winds, capital and guns have altered geographies and disrupted memories. 
We live in an engineered climate today; created and destroyed by opposing political wills, pointless perversity, 
fossilized ideas, new technology, fear psychosis, new medical disorders, pretentious exaltation, fake encounters, 
torture labs, frothing drains. Snow in summers. The desire for the new world is conflicted between creation 
and destruction. We wish to explore artistic renditions and vocabularies of damages and fissures that
survive in such climates.
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THE MEMORY OF A 
DELUGE AND THE 
SURFACE OF WATER

 
 

 

The deluge of September 2014 wrecked havoc in the valley of Kashmir. It besieged the homes of people, 
drowned the hearts of lovers, stormed the minds of poets, and assaulted everything, everyday, while the wa-
ters rose. The memory of rising water remains embedded in everyone’s memory in Kashmir, and has become 
impossible to forget or overcome.

This is what we celebrate here, in these short texts that the students of the Art College at Srinagar wrote, in-
vented and performed after they left the flood in Kashmir behind them. For many months they travelled, with 
images of objects that had emerged from the flood waters in Kashmir. These images and memories of what 
the flood waters left in their wake became anchors for their practice, their education, their future as artists.  

A collection of Text and Image Fragments by students in the Srinagar Art College, Kashmir in the wake of the 
destruction of their College in a Flood in Autumn, 2014.
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THE STOLEN NUMBER PLATES
Zaid Mehraj
Once upon a time Alexander The Great visited Kashmir on a horse. No, it wasn’t a brand-new horse. It was a 
horse stolen from that market in Delhi (Why should I tell you the name?) where used things are sold at throw 
away prices. These are the horse’s number plates. Yes, they are fake. Alexander the Great gave the horse to 
my great-great grandfather who was a brand ambassador of POLO. (Not POLO USA but POLO KASH).

Now my grandfather (son of my great-great-grandfather) was a very mischievous kid. He stole these plates 
so that he could use them as skis in snow. Well, he was not so good at this job. One day he fell and got a 
fracture and these plates have remained there since then. Snowflakes fell on them that winter.

THE SICKLE OF ATTILA THE HUN
Muhammad Younis   
Legend says that he used to work as a blacksmith and that he made sickles. His real name was Qadir Kaak. 
He suffered from complications due to his anger. Legend says he was a disciple of Abdi Ood, that he was 
born in Kashmir and that he died in Kashmir, overdosing on opium. Attila was gifted with such talent in 
the making of sickles. His wonderful and efficient sickles were known throughout Kashmir. Attila was very 
fond of experimenting with heart surgery. Once he performed open heart surgery on a goat. And then the 
goat became immortal. For this surgery he was awarded an Oscar. After a few months he went to America, 
where he met Michael Jackson, who helped him to sharpen the sickle by doing a moonwalk on the blade of 
the sickle. Then Michael Jackson became white and Attila turned black. This was all due to the charm of the 
sickle that he took along with him to America from Kashmir. The material from which the sickle was made 
came from the planet Krypton and was brought to Earth by Hanuman the monkey god. Then this sickle was 
kept in the Louvre museum. And from there it was stolen by Karl Marx, which forced the allies to attack 
him. Karl Marx hid himself in Kashmir, in my area, Charar-E-Shareef, where he died by eating an excess of 
lotus flowers. Before his death he gave this sickle to me.

APPLICA
Mir Mehmood
Once upon a time, there was a small village, which was known as Applica. The fascinating thing about this 
village was that everything in this village was immortal. Trees, birds, humans, even fruit - everything was 
immortal. Once, the soul of an apple desired to leave its body. When the news spread in the village the other 
apples started to build a beautiful coffin for this apple. Many apples participated in building the coffin. At last 
they succeeded and the coffin was ready for the apple that desired to leave its body forever.

Now, after 40,000 years, this coffin and the apple floated by my house in the floods. It came to my house from 
my ancestor’s village - Applica.

SITARI—WATHOORI
Khurshid Mushtaq Ali 
Ameer Khusro’s sitar is an iconic musical instrument. It is because of this sitar that he was known as the 
pioneer of Sufi music in Hindustan. Once Ameer Khusro fell ill. His grandmother took him to a saint for a cure. 
The saint beat him with a sacred rope and Khusro got healthy within some time.

Khusro had a great ability to listen, right from the time of his birth. He could hear even those details of rhythm 
and sound that a common pair of ears would ignore or not even notice. But he fell ill again, and again his 
grandmother took him to the saint. The saint beat him like the last time, but also gave him a toy, a toy stringed 
instrument. Khusroo would play this. He transformed the toy into a sitar; he learnt every note, every chord. 
He dived so deep into the music that he became a saint of music. It was all because of the power that he 
brought to the act of listening.

He heard of a symphony and came to Kashmir with his sitar to look for it. He learned that symphony from the 
people of Kashmir and also taught them some of his own ragas in return.  At last he had to go back home. He 
forgot his sitar here in Kashmir. His students preserved it, thinking that this was deliberate forgetfulness on the 
part of a mystic. They, my family, kept the sitar. Over time it acquired the statues of a relic within our family.

There is a tradition in our family that on the seventh day after the birth of a child Amir Khusro’s sitar is played 
near the right ear of the newborn. As fate would have it, when I was born my family was preparing for the 
musical ceremony on the seventh day, as per tradition. They found that one of the strings of the instrument 
had come loose. But they didn’t take this as any kind of a bad omen and went ahead and played it near my 
right ear.

As time passed and I started growing up I had difficulty stringing words together. At first, my people said that this 
was something I would overcome, as some kids do take more time to come up with full words and sentences. 
But in my case it was becoming more and more difficult for me to speak. Now I stammer. Gradually my family 
understood the mistake that they had made during the musical ceremony on the seventh day of my life. I too 
grew up hearing about the loose string and my birth ceremony. So whenever I had time I would sneak out to 
seek the sitar in my house. I tried to play it many times. To my surprise, it would never make any music. 
Now I think of presenting the same musical instrument as a portrait of myself. As part of my being.
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It is easy to paint a mural in an enclosed private 
space with a specific audience in mind. In a public 
space, it is more difficult to bring out the nuances, 
and arrive at the intent of a mural. In a public space, 
a strong visual culture surrounds it, audiences are 
diverse, the wall itself does not carry any specific 
meaning. There are no preconceived notions or 
briefs. A free wall in the city becomes a beautiful 
struggle between the concept, the execution and 
the ethics of using up a space that isn’t just yours.
 
It is important to every artist who draws inspiration 
from the city to bring their creative practices beyond 
the four walls. How does one decide what is ideal to 
paint on, on a wall in the city? How does one decide 
what content is meaningful? And for whom? Most 
artists look at public space with the intention of 
conveying a concept that will aid a change they want 
to see in the city. More so now, murals have become 
an easy ‘format’ to carry messages, convey ideas, 
usually hitched to a festival or an event. It ends up 
being a mighty elaborate poster for something. 

There are plenty of ways to drive the attention of 
the city to focus on particular things, and there is 
a turn to the artist to realise these agendas. Visual 
and performing arts have been appropriated by 
vested interests, and rarely does one see independent 
thought and expression. There are artists sprouting 
in all directions doing murals on every pillar, every 
bare wall under the pretext of beautifying the city or 
reclaiming public spaces or marking territories for a 
specific purpose for a specific agency. Graffiti like in 
other parts of the world, over the years has evolved 
from serving political, playful, rebellious, resilient, 

propagandist interests; with the State and private 
interests in public space, walls have been appropriated 
to convey specific messages to yield specific responses 
from the public. 
 
The unexpected access to these huge spaces, the 
strong urge to grow a conscience overnight has 
somehow taken an uninteresting toll on the artist’s 
creativity. It seems like we are all of a sudden 
scrambling for thoughts that are less self-indulgent. 

It is a difficult space. I understand it because I am 
often there myself . It’s rare when I come out of it 
with an interesting idea. Most of the time I end up 
not wanting to do it all. Is it too self-indulgent if the 
work an artist wants to create in public space is a 
self-portrait? 
 
Why is today’s artist so reluctant to make beautiful, 
larger than life, detailed murals that slowly with time, 
settles on the pages of a city’s culture and history?
Isn’t it time before we get too far to step back and 
reflect on what it is that is missing in these extremely 
confusing journey of murals/graffiti/wall paintings 
in the city?

I feel community art projects are important but they 
need to be handled and facilitated within the space 
in a way that will hold meaning to the work once it 
is complete, not just while doing it.
 
The Government should also support these initiatives 
more than just giving permission to paint on a public 
wall. They could also aid the progression of the 
artwork and maintain the work as it should be 
maintained. Perhaps, then artists will come out of 
their studios and make fantastic art pieces personal, 
and in the process, define their own politics.

CONTEMPLATIONS 
ON THE WALL

THARA M THOMAS
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TIGHTROPE 
CITY AS CIRCUS
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Where the absurd borrows from the everyday, to present a circus 
mind. Where the city is the circus and the circus is the city. 

Drawing on absurdities, oddities and contradictions of urban 
experience, the circus is a potentiality, a lens through which to 
view daily experiences and negotiations within the city. The circus 
manifests in memory as a space where authority can be called into 
question, where the boundaries of permissibility extend, where 
unlikely smells, sights and sounds collide, where exaggeration, 
parody, humour and satire take center-stage.

In the context of the city, in 2015, the figures of the circus are in 
motion, swinging between possibilities, creating distortions, illusions 
and spectacles that destabilise assumptions that render traditional 
frames askew. The clown, the trapeze artist, the stilt-walker, the 
grotesque puppet, the acrobats on a tight rope - these ‘circus acts’ 
become motifs, signifiers, for life in a city that is unpredictable, 
chaotic, frantic, and marked by joy and sorrow. The circus becomes 
a playful, sensory prism through which to view a kaleidoscopic city.

The circus came to life to provoke new ways of thinking and seeing, 
to register failures, to awaken and to resist. We imagined the circus 
as ‘scaffolding’, a space that allows for a suspension of belief, where 
boundaries are fluid, a space of questioning and challenge, where 
distance between audience and performer dissolved.

PLAYGROUND OF A CIRCUS
In the centre of a bustling residential area, lies a large barren ground. It is surrounded by a proliferation  of 
restaurants, buildings, offices that have transformed a once quiet locality into one of the city’s main commer-
cial hubs. Indiranagar can be considered a microcosm of the rapid change taking place across the city. Behind 
the flashing lights and gated communities, lie embarrassed landscapes and concealed stories and experiences 
of exclusion.

The ground in question comes to life at certain points in the day. Early morning, school children can be seen 
practicing drills. In the evening, young boys play fiercely competitive football and cricket. At night, lone men 
lurk under dark trees while dogs roam in search of food. It is rare to see girls or young women loiter or play 
anywhere close. 

With each visit, the ground alters, in perception and use. For a few hours in the evening, the young boys turn 
what in reality, is disputed property, into a playground. The mounds of sand that straddle the middle mark a 
15-year-old battle between the Defence Colony Housing Association and private landowners. A clear example 
of the contestation of space that is taking place across the city. But as cases wear on, and judgments wait 
to be passed, disputed private property begins to be used as a public space. 

Who constitutes the ‘public’ is an important question to be considered. The area around the ground has 
been invisibly cordoned off, in the name of ‘safety’ from ‘miscreants’ and nuisance. A close analysis reveals 
the class bias inherent in this categorisation. In close proximity to the ground lie two children’s park and 
a senior citizens’ park. These islands of manicured green are fenced, with boards filled with rules and 
regulations guarding the entrance. By virtue of architecture and design of certain parks, it marks who 
can enter and use the park and who cannot. 

The circus was situated within this context, to push the imagination of ‘play’ beyond tired designs of 
swings and slides; to attempt to create a space for diverse publics; to experiment with notions of 
performance. An attempt to challenge invisible hierarchies and the status-quo in the area.

The circus was constructed for an audience to experience and speculate. It will continue to evolve. 
The intention was not to create something permanent, but to experiment with a transient, temporary space, 
that reflects the character of a city in flux. In keeping with the precarity of the current climate, we found 
the metaphor of the circus appropriate for the times we live in. It will continue to evolve. 

Our intention is to offer the circus as a trigger, as an ode to public space, as an appeal and a call, to respond 
to the transformations taking place within the city; a small attempt to rupture official blueprints, to counter 
homogeneity and gentrification through playful, sensuous experiments that encourage diverse imaginations 
of space in a city.
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OCT 
31

NOV 
01

THE 
LABRYINTH 
PAARVATHI OM
An installation exploring 
notions of time 
and movement in 
urban space

SOUNDS OF 
DISSENT 
INDIAN FOLK BAND 
Eight Djembes explore the 
rhythms of the city  

ILLUSIONAL 
CLOWNS 
MYSTIQUE 
MIRROR 

SILENCE 

SVA COLLECTIVE
Non Verbal Communication 
& Movement in City ife  

CIRCUSONIC 
SUMATHI MURTHY, 
AMAN MAHAJAN, 
MICHAEL SORENSON, 
ANANTH MENON, 
AKHIL KODAMANCHILI, 
ABHIJEET TAMBE, 

ACCORDION PRAKASH
Pockets of sound exploring 
the city as a circus. Featuring 
the Accordion, Trumpet, 
Didgeridoo, Morsing, 
Guitar, Piano, Vocals SEEDS 

FROM A 
FARAWAY 
FOREST 
MAYA RAO 
Exploring silences and 
contestations within the 
city. Improvisations using 
theatre and movement   

ROLL THE 
DICE 
KAVADE THE TOY HIVE
Pallanguli, Pagade, 
Navankari and other 
traditional games that can 
root and displace you at the 
same time

TIGHTROPE
CITY  AS  CIRCUS 

SHIT
VALLEY

OCT 
30

3 
DAYS

DON’T 
SHOOT
THE 
MESSENGER
THARA M THOMAS 
Circus games with an absurd 
political twist

CIRCUS 
WALL
THARA THOMAS
PRADEEP 
KAMBATHALLI
NANAIAH CHETTIRA
Mural depicting the City 
as Circus at Ulsoor metro 
station.

CITY 
AS A 
DARK 
ROOM
RUDRA RAKSHIT  
SARAN &Y AS DARK 
CARLOS RODRIGUEZ
Dark room experiments 
with photography and 
film.

PROJECTIONS 
MARAA & 
VANDANA MENON 
A visual lapse of time and 
memory that reflects the 
city as circus 

ASAD HAAJEBHOY
When participants 
become figurines, new 
possibilities of ‘play’ 
emerge 

INSIDE A 
SHADOW 
PUPPET
EVAN HASTINGS 
An immersive shadow 
puppetry experience 
in public space  

CABINET OF 
CURIOSITIES
Workshops, improvisations, 
wall paintings, circus tricks
with children

STREET 
THEATRE
MANDALI, SRISHTI 
SCHOOL OF ART 
AND DESIGN

EK DUM 
KHATARNAK 
KAHANI 
THE KHA FOUNDATION
Creatures from the city 
come to life through 
movement and dance  

MANALMAGUDI 
THEATRE LAND 
A clown’s search for a 
gypsy woman; through 
darkness, forests and 
the turbulence of 
modern history 

A response to 
experiences of Gender 
in the city   

TAKE A CIRCUS 
AWAY 
Garage Sale to raise funds 
for Tightrope

HUMAN 
FOOSBALL
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“At Tightrope: City As Circus, 
I performed solo piano versions 
of some of my compositions 
from a set titled REFUGE. The 
pieces are thematic and equal 
parts composed and improvised. 
Some sections were interpreted 
as a duo with theatre artist Maya 
Krishna Rao. ‘City as Circus’ and 
the dynamics of being in a public 
place definitely encouraged me 
to perform the music differently. 
Rather than play each composition 
separately, I used themes from 
each, all as parts of one longer 
improvisation. Improvising with 
Maya Rao definitely gave things 
a new direction. Experiments/
performances in public spaces 
will always be rewarding simply 
because they are open to anyone 
who cares to stop by. That in itself 
is interesting to most artists/per-
formers, as it is a simple and direct 
way to share one’s work and also 
experiment with it. Of course the 
major challenge was managing 
equipment in rain-soaked mud. 
But that’s part of the circus.”

Aman Mahajan
Independent Musician, 
Bangalore

“I love the concept. The overall 
theme isn’t all that alien to me, 
but it’s refreshing to see alternate 
performance venues come to 
life in my city. As far as the music 
was concerned, I tried to make 
the performance as organic, and 
unrehearsed as I possibly could, 
to capture the spontaneous vibe 
of such an enterprise. The “brief” 
I received was to try to do some-
thing I had never attempted 
before. Playing didgeridoo has 
been a passion, and I had not 
been able to successfully incor-
porate it into my regular work 
with rock/blues bands. This was 
the perfect opportunity for me 
to try to experiment with other 
musicians, and see what could 
happen if a few of us just sat in 
front of mics and fooled about 
with didgeridoos, an electric 
guitar and a couple of percussion 
instruments. The idea was to let a 
basic beat run in the back and for 
the didgeridoo players to use that 
to experiment as much as they 
liked. It could have easily gone 
either way, but luckily for us, 
I think, it worked.Because of the 
way our society works, perfor-
mance of music has been 
relegated to fixed venues, such 
as auditoriums, or restaurants/
pubs. A large section of the city 
therefore misses out on the 
opportunity to experience any 
music live, other than what they 
see on their idiot boxes. 
Experiencing music in a formal 
environment, often engenders 
a certain formal relationship 

between the artists and the 
audience, which has its own 
charm of course, but is rather 
static and predictable in nature. 
When you remove the formality 
from the equation, the relation-
ship takes on a more uninhibited 
and spontaneous form. So yes, the 
experience of the music itself is 
altered dramatically, I think. Putting 
it out into public spaces exposes 
the music to an audience who 
otherwise may not ever experience 
these “new” sounds. Such perfor-
mances can only enhance the 
cultural vibrancy of this city, 
already a haven for an eclectic 
collection of cultures.

Ananth Menon 
Independent Musician, 
Bangalore

“Singing at the circus, I wasn’t 
bothered by the audience, I didn’t 
feel any obligation. The space was 
alive, with all the slush, mud, rain- 
all of this helped me disconnect 
from the audience. Mostly, when 

“When I think about doing work 
with Maraa, I think about the 
possibility of different people 
inhabiting the same space, 
somehow touching each other in 
a small way through the arts. 
It may not always happen, and 
when it does, it happens in a 
haphazard manner, but perhaps 
that is inevitable in such attempts. 
That process is the draw for me. 
So when Maraa approached me 
for ideas about the sound of the 
circus my thoughts were at first 
traversing ideas that were typical 
¬found sound, recorded samples, 
voices and stories, that sort of 
thing. It is the way of a sound 
designer: to find a way to use 
sound that is not “music.” But 
given the fact that it was a circus I 
imagined that everything that 
happened in there might be 
slightly bizarre. Like things taken 
from the everyday mundane, but 
distorted, twisted and inverted to 
reveal something else entirely. 
The idea of sound design in 

the way that I was imagining it 
seemed out of place in such a 
scenario. It seemed to call for 
something much simpler. As 
though I was imagining a 3D 
hologram when all we needed 
was a clown. And so my thoughts 
returned to music, the most basic 
and powerful version of “sound 
design” that has been used for so 
many centuries. And we started 
thinking about how we could take 
music and performance and twist 
them in some way that would 
be suitable for a circus. So what 
are the things related to music 
and performance that we could 
play with? There’s the separation 
between the performer and the 
audience. There’s the idea of the 
“stage” as an elevated platform. 
There are things like instrumen-
tation, spoken language, musical 
language, and cultural contexts 
that connect certain kinds of 
performers to certain kinds of 
audiences. There is the idea of 
popularity and its relationship to 
being loud ¬ a popular musician 
gets more air time and bigger 
sound systems, she has a louder 
“voice” than the street 
performer, she is lit brighter and 
is on a higher stage. Perhaps the 
circus could be a place where 
these relationships that we take 
for granted could be rearranged 
in playful ways that also served 
to reveal.
What would it be like to have an 
established musician like Raghu 
Dixit play an acoustic solo set 

under a tree with a hat for 
collecting cash? What if the blind 
street singers of Malleshwaram 
performed in a tent darkened to 
pitch black? What could happen 
if a blues guitar player jammed 
with a Nadaswaram player? 
Imagine multiple stages 
designed so that musicians would 
have to interact with musicians 
on the other stages. Wouldn’t it 
be interesting to have minstrels 
walking and performing amongst 
the audience? Could an English 
language singer/song¬writer 
perform with a Kannada translator? 
We talked about these ideas and 
went quite a way into fleshing 
them out. In the end, though time 
turned out to be a constraint and 
so the final version of the music at 
the circus probably did not reflect 
as much of the collective thought 
that went into it, as desired. But 
we did achieve at least some of 
the things we set out to do Dancer 
Maya Rao’s spoken¬ word and 
movement improvisations with 
some of the musicians, and specif-
ically pianist Aman Mahajan, were 
captivating. Sumathi sitting on a 
chair in the audience space and 
singing songs to segue between 
acts, was charming. As for some of 
the other ideas that didn’t see the 
light on this occasion, I am certain 
there will be a next time and that 
by then, the ideas themselves 
would have grown. 

Abhijeet Tambe 
Independent Musician and Sound 
Designer, Bangalore
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I was singing, I felt blinded by the 
lights, I couldn’t see the audience, 
and so, I was singing for myself, in 
an empty space. 

I feel the theme of the circus is an 
appropriate metaphor for the city. 
Its reflective of the times we live in. 
I might be singing music from the 
17th century, but my context is the 
madness of the city, which is city 
like, all these daily elements add 
to my music, infuse it. That day, 
with the blinding lights, I felt like a 
traffic policeman, trying to signal, 
without anyone receiving it. This 
is exactly how we live as well, in a 
disconnected society. I might be 
emotionally singing, but in front of 
me, someone else is eating! 

Next time, we should experiment 
in a completely open space-with 
no enclosure. A space where the 
performer has to interact with 
various elements and innovate. 
That’s the real test. 

Sumathi Murthy
Singer and Activist, 
Bangalore

It is easy to think of a city as a 
circus. The city treads on a tight 
rope. The city is no different from 
a village. When we bring something 
from the village, it is no different 
from what we see here - puppets, 
masks, music, performance, rituals, 
only in different forms. What you 
see in village festivals is visible 
here too. The circus as an idea is 
not new; the lines of tradition are 

carried within it. We exist 
between these lines and shades. 
Our play, Illusional Clowns’ 
Mystique Mirror featured at the 
circus was about the humour 
in everyday occurrences, seen 
through the perspective of a clown. 
For those without identity, culture, 
language, land, food, everything 
is destroyed. Faces are masks. The 
ghosts occupying our land have 
no body. Wandering, searching for 
land, searching for body, are our 
ancestors’ spirits. Clowns, chased 
from the suspicious world, of 
surveillance, spying, threats, fixed 
CCTV cameras, in preparation, get 
possessed. For the groups of peo-
ple cheated, with vengeance, 
cunning - clowns become 
leaders. The images of clowns do 
not get captured in the cameras. 
The great artist, the clown, he cries 
only as it rains. The festival demon-

strated a new idea of public space. 
While it was a space where people 
gathered, where children and 
adults come and go, people from 
different backgrounds participate. 
There was a common image and 
understanding of such a space, 
there was a common sense that 
existed within/inside this space, 
for every person who enters this 
space. But the festival was aimed 
at collapsing that common sense, 
that common image that people 
are used to receiving. A public 
space has transformed into a 
creative space. The space 
becomes new, when a person 
comes in the second time. It is 
never the same experience. This 
is seen as an important thing. 
This is a good proposal for public 
spaces in cities to transform into. 
Another interesting thing is that 
while a performance was happen-
ing, other things were also simul-
taneously happening people were 
walking in and out, boys were 
shouting and playing. It shifts the 
idea of performance itself. How 
do performance groups work in 
public spaces that are constantly 
in flux? How do we work with 
varying interests of people within 
it? To work in public spaces as 
ever changing, collapsing and 
unpredictable is a challenge for 
performing artists to play with.

Muruga Boopathy
Manal Magudi Theatre Land
Kovilpatti, Tamil Nadu



200 201

Naïké Desquesnes is a journalist based in Paris. Since 2012, most of their time is dedicated to the conception 
of the journal Z which they run with a bunch of 8 others. Naïké has a particular interest for India and its an-
ti-capitalist struggles, which she documents for the monthly newspaper Le Monde Diplomatique. 

Prashant Parvataneni has graduated from Christ University with a Post Graduation in English Literature and 
Communication Studies. He works in Maraa, a media and arts collective, and has been a part of the curation 
of public film screenings and walks. He writes about films, literature and the arts.

Ram Bhat has a Masters degree in Media and Communications for Development from the London School of 
Economics. He co-founded Maraa, a media and arts collective in early 2008, and has consulted with a wide 
range of donors and think tanks on media and communications research, policy, and training. Ram is interest-
ed in policy and research around media, communication and infrastructures. 

Sonal Shah is an urban planner. She is currently based in Bangalore and works on transportation and urban 
planning projects, research and publications.

Seema Nair currently works at joined the Fund for Global Human Rights as the Program Officer for South Asia. 
Before this she worked with Hivos India as the program officer in areas of Human Rights, Gender, Arts and Me-
dia. Prior to that she consulted with UNESCO as a Specialist for a South Asia program on ICTs and Development.

Suresh Jayaram is an artist, art historian, arts administrator and curator from Bangalore. He is the Founder, 
Director of Visual Art Collective, 1.Shanthiroad Studio an international artist’s residency and alternative art 
space in Bangalore. India. He is currently involved in art practice, urban mapping, archiving, curation and arts 
education. His keen interest in environmental and urban developmental issues influences his work.

Thara M Thomas graduated from the Srishti School of Art and Design in 2005. At present she is based in 
Bangalore and works as a freelance illustrator and designer. She also works as a muralist and has worked on 
several public space projects in Bangalore.
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Angarika Guha is interested in exploring forms of cultural resistance and challenging notions of urban 
development and planning. She works at maraa, a media and arts collective. 
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TOMORROW
Anonymous

The people will laugh at the madwoman - 
for she brings them no spectacle. 
No lights that move. 
No tricks of technology. 
She brings only herself, and the people will roll 
their eyes in mock dismay as she begins to sing.
Her songs will be about water and flowing, of 
pouring rains and floods. 
This is a desert, you… 
They will scream at the madwoman, drowning her song.
The first drops will be soft and mysterious, almost hidden. 
She was right, after all, that… they will chuckle, wisely. 
And in the swelling sound of rushing water 
they will hear the song of the desert and dry winds.




