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ABSTRACT	

v 	

This	 thesis	 is	 based	 on	 ethnographic	 fieldwork	with	 a	 family	 of	 artisans	 in	 the	 Telangana	

state	of	southern	 India,	who	are	skilled	at	crafting	the	region’s	style	of	murals,	masks	and	

figurines	and	etiological	scrolls.	Specifically,	centred	on	the	question,	‘where	can	one	locate	

craft?’	 the	 following	 ethnography	 situates	 as	 its	 point	 of	 departure	 existing	 scholarship	

which	 construct	 the	 different	 epistemological	 sites	 within	 which	 Craft	 as	 a	 category	

emerges.	 By	dwelling	upon	narratives	of	 practitioners	 about	 the	organization	of	 everyday	

life	around	the	practice,	and	the	history	of	the	familial	studio,	this	dissertation	attempts	to	

read	the	critical	language	which	practitioners	assemble	together	in	order	to	negotiate	with	

these	epistemic	frames.	

Effectively	my	 doctoral	 dissertation	 looks	 at	 the	way	 in	which	 the	 practice	 of	 craft	 is	 not	

located	within	a	defined	universe	of	internally	organized	meanings	and	relationships	waiting	

to	 be	 explored	 by	 the	 anthropologist.	 This	 project	 is	 in	 fact	 a	 step	 towards	 exploring	 the	

language	within	which	practice,	and	 the	histories	and	artefacts	which	 it	 fashions,	emerge.	

The	 language	could	be	derived	 from	collective	memory	which	have	been	 inscribed	by	 the	

geographical,	 temporal,	metaphysical	 and	 philosophical	 terrains	which	 rules	 of	 a	 practice	

trace.	 The	 language	 is	 generated	 within	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 artisan	 experiences	 the	

relationship	 between	 materials	 and	 tools,	 and	 the	 way	 in	 which	 this	 experience	 is	

historicized.	The	 language	could	be	appropriated	and	 reproduced	 through	 imaginations	of	

self	 and	 personhood,	 articulated	 through	 the	 way	 in	 which	 relations	 between	 kin	 are	

constructed	and	deconstructed	in	craft	practices.	The	language	emerges	as	practitioners,	in	

an	attempt	to		express	desire	for	the	nation-state,	dismantle,	interrogate	and	re-narrate	the	

fixity	and	actuality	of	heritage	and	 regional	belongingness.	 The	 language	evolves	with	 the	

way	 in	 which	 the	 practitioners	 have	 come	 to	 co-author	 the	 way	 in	 which	 conditions	 of	

material	 realities	 of	 production,	 consumption	 and	 circulation	 that	 have	 altered	 within	 a	

global	market.		

This	dissertation	warrants	 the	abandonment	of	a	privileged	 site	or	absolute	centre	where	

the	practice	of	craft	can	be	located.	Rather	it	proposes	a	certain	reading	of	craft,	namely	as	
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a	 network	 everyday	 practices,	 relationships	 and	 language	 within	 which	 artisans	 situate	

themselves	to	express	their	capacity	to	imagine	and	act	on	those	possibilities	
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Abhimanyu				
	
	
	
	
	
Adi	Shakti	
	
	
	
Arjun	
	
	
	
	
Balaji			
	
	
Bharata	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Bhima	
	
	
Bhishma	

The	 son	 of	 Arjuna	 and	 Subhadra,	 who	 was	 killed	 (aged	
sixteen)	on	the	 thirteenth	day	of	 the	Battle	of	Kurukshetra	
(between	 the	Pandavas	and	 the	Kauravas),	owing	 to	a	war	
configuration	 which	 the	 Kauravas	 had	 designed	 to	 attach	
Yudhishthira.		
	
Adi	 Shakti	 is	 considered	 the	 Supreme	 and	Divine	Goddess.	
Many	 Hindu	 texts	 considers	 her	 the	 original	 creator,	
observer	and	destroyer	of	the	universe.			
	
Third	 of	 the	 Pandava	 brothers,	 Arjuna	 is	 known	 for	 his	
dedication	and	devotion	to	Krishna;	he	 is	also	portrayed	as	
one	of	the	greatest	archers.	
	
	
Balaji	is	the	formless	avatar	of	Vishnu,	the	preserver	among	
the	 Trinity;	 Brahma	 is	 the	 Creator	 and	 Shiva	 is	 the	
Destroyer.	
	
The	 half-brother	 of	 Rama	 in	 the	 Ramayana.	 The	 son	 of	
Dasharatha	 and	 Kaikeyi,	Bharata,	 through	 the	deeds	 of	 his	
scheming	 mother,	 was	 supposed	 to	 inherit	 the	 throne	 of	
Ayodhya	 (present	 day	 Uttar	 Pradesh),	 but	 instead	 placed	
Rama’s	 sandals	 on	 the	 throne,	 waiting	 for	 his	 brother	 to	
return	from	exile.	
	
The	second	Pandava	brother,	Bhima	is	known	for	his	might,	
physical	strength	and	athletic	prowess.	
	
Bhishma	 is	 the	grand-uncle	 of	 the	Pandavas	 and	 Kauravas.	
Known	 for	 his	 steadfast	 commitment	 and	 devotion,	
Bhishma,	although	 fighting	with	 the	Kauravas,	 pledged	not	
to	 attack	 any	 of	 the	 Pandavas	 during	 the	 Battle	 of	
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Dhritarashtra	
	
	
	
	
Duryadhana	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Dussasana	
	
	
	
	
	
Kanta	Maheshvara	
	
	
	
	
	
Karna	
	
	
	
Katamaraju	

The	king	of	Hastinapur	(present	day	Uttar	Pradesh)	during	the	
Battle	of	Kurukshetra	of	the	Mahabharata.	Blind	from	birth	he	
is	the	father	of	the	hundred	Kauravas,	and	the	paternal	uncle	
of	the	five	Pandavas.	
	
Duryadhana	is	the	eldest	of	the	Kaurava	brothers,	the	hundred	
sons	 of	 the	 blind	 king	 Dhritarashtra	 (half-brother	 of	 Pandu,	
deceased	king	of	Hastinapur)	and	Gandhari.	Duryadhana	is	the	
primary	 antagonist	 in	 the	 Mahabharata	 who	 wages	 war	
against	his	cousins	the	Pandavas,	who	return	from	their	forest	
dwelling	to	 claim	the	throne	of	Hastinapur	after	the	death	of	
their	father,	Pandu.	
	
Dussasana	 is	 the	 second	 of	 the	 Kaurava	 brothers.	 It	 was	
Dussasana	 who	 in	 a	 popularly	 recounted	 scene	 dragged	
Draupadi	 by	 the	hair	 into	 the	assembly,	where	 the	Pandavas	
lost	 their	 kingdom	 at	 a	 game	 of	 dice,	 at	 the	 behest	 of	 his	
brother	Duryadhana,	and	tried	to	disrobe	her.	
	
Kanta	Maheshvara	is	one	of	the	forms	emanating	from	Shiva;	
Kanta	 refers	 to	 neck,	 and	 Maheshvara	 is	 a	 name	 given	 to	
Shiva.	Kanta	Maheshvara	is	believed	to	be	born	from	a	drop	of	
sweat	which	fell	from	Shiva’s	neck	on	to	a	rock.	
	
Karna	 was	 born	 of	 Kunti	 and	 the	 sun-god	 Surya,	 but	 his	
identity	 of	 being	 a	 Pandava	 is	 revealed	 to	 the	 other	 five	
brothers	only	after	his	death.	His	name	refers	to	the	one	who	
enters	the	world	from	his	mother’s	womb	wearing	armour	and	
earrings.	
	
Katamaraju	was	a	 thirteenth	century	 chieftain	who,	owing	 to	
severe	drought	conditions,	led	his	people	to	the	fertile	lands	of	
Nellore,	 on	 the	 banks	 of	 the	 Penna	 River.	 There	 he	 entered	
into	 an	 agreement	 with	 the	 king	 of	 Nellore	 for	 grazing	 his	
cattle	and	sheep.	However	the	agreement	was	breached,	and	
a	 monstrous	 battle	 ensued	 in	 which	 many	 great	 heroes	 on	
both	 sides	 lost	 their	 lives.	 The	 Katamaraju	 katha	 (epic)	 is	 a	
narration	of	this	battle	by	 the	Mendaheccus	for	Katamaraju’s	
progeny,	the	Golla	community.	
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Krishna	is	an	avatar	of	Vishnu,	and	a	principal	character	of	the	
Indian	epic	Mahabharata.	
	
Lakshmi	is	goddess	of	prosperity	
	
Laxman	 is	 the	 younger	 brother	 of	 Rama,	 and	 prince	 of	

Ayodhya,	who	accompanied	his	elder	brother	and	sister-in-law	

Sita	during	their	exile.				

	
This	jati	Purana	narrates	some	episodes	of	Veerabhadra’s	(see	
below)	 life,	 the	 birth	 of	 his	 sons,	 Madivelaiah	 and	Masaiah,	
and	their	marriage	to	water	nymphs.	It	then	gives	an	account	
of	the	wedding	of	Shiva	and	Parvati,	who	is	reborn	as	Sati,	the	
daughter	of	Himavant,	the	king	of	the	Himalayas.	It	ends	with	
the	 story	 of	 Madivelaiah	 and	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 washerman	
caste.	
	
Maisamma	is	an	avatar	of	Parvati,	Shiva’s	consort.	
	
	
Markendeya	 was	 the	 son	 of	 sage	 Mrukunda,	 who	 from	 a	
sacrificial	fire	evoked	Bhavana	Rishi,	the	celestial	weaver.	From	
the	thread	obtained	 from	the	 lotus	 located	 in	Vishnu’s	navel,	
Bhavana	 Rushi	 wove	 clothes	 for	 the	 gods.	 Markendeya	 is	
considered	the	progenitor	of	the	weaving	community.	
	
Pandavas	 refers	 to	 the	 five	 sons	of	King	Pandu	of	Hastinapur	
and	his	two	wives,	Kunti	and	Madri,	 in	the	Mahabharata.	The	
five	 brothers	 are	 Yudhishthira,	 Bhima,	 Arjuna,	 Nakula	 and	
Sahadeva.	 All	 five	 brothers	 are	married	 to	 the	 same	woman,	
Draupadi.	The	Mahabharata	is	the	story	of	the	great	Battle	of	
Kurukshetra,	which	the	Pandavas	fought	against	their	cousins	
Kauravas.	
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Pandu	 is	 the	 king	 of	 Hastinapur,	 and	 the	 father	 of	 the	 five	
Pandava	brothers.	
	
Parvati	 is	 the	goddess	of	 fertility	and	devotion,	and	a	consort	
of	Shiva.	Ganesh	and	Kartikeya	are	her	sons.	
	
Radha	 is	 one	 of	 the	 many,	 but	 most	 popular	 consort	 of	
Krishna.	
	
	
Rama	is	the	protagonist	of	the	Indian	epic	Ramayana	
	
	
Ravana	 is	 the	antagonist	 in	the	Ramayana,	who	 is	 the	king	of	
Lanka.	
	
Sahadeva	is	the	youngest	of	the	Pandava	brothers,	along	with	
his	 twin	 Nakula.	 Skilled	 in	 sword-fighting,	 the	 Mahabharata	
credits	 Sahadeva	 was	 conquering	 many	 kingdoms	 south	 of	
Indraprastha,	 region	 surrounding	 the	 Yamuna	 River	 in	
northern	India.	
	
Sakuni	 is	 the	brother	of	Gandhari,	 and	 the	maternal-uncle	of	
Duryadhana.	 He	 is	 known	 to	 be	 an	 extremely	 clever	 yet	
devious	man,	and	is	believed	to	be	instrumental	in	stirring	the	
Battle	 of	 Kurukshetra	 between	 the	 Pandavas	 and	 the	
Kauravas.	
	
	
Saraswati	is	the	goddess	of	knowledge.	
	
	
Sita	is	the	central	female	character	of	the	Ramayana,	and	the	
consort	of	Rama.	
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Veerabhadra	 is	 considered	 to	 the	 most	 fearsome	 form	 of	
Shiva,	 which	was	manifested	when	 Shiva	was	 devastated	 on	
hearing	 about	 his	 consort	 Sati’s	 self-immolation.	 The	
Veerabhadra	 temple	 in	 Lepakshi,	 built	 during	 the	 sixteenth	
century,	is	known	to	demonstrate	the	architectural	splendour	
of	the	Vijaynagara	Empire.	
	
Vidura	 is	 the	Prime	Minister	of	Hastinapur,	and	 the	paternal-
uncle	 of	 the	 Pandavas	 and	 Kauravas.	 It	 was	Vidura,	who,	 on	
the	 death	 of	 King	 Pandu,	 suggested	 that	 the	 Pandavas	were	
most	 fit	 to	 rule	 the	 kingdom,	 compared	 to	 the	 blind	
Dhritarashtra.	
	
Yamadev	 is	 the	 god	 of	 death.	 He	 is	 believed	 to	 be	 the	 first	
mortal	 who	 died,	 and	 so	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 the	 ruler	 and	
guardian	of	the	departed.	

	
	
Veerabhadra	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Vidura	
	
	
	
	
Yamadev	
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INTRODUCTION	

v 	

	

“A	common	feature	of	the	opening	pages	of	ethnographies	is	a	look	back	

at	the	fieldwork	process	in	which	the	ethnographer	recapitulates	feelings	

of	displacement	or	estrangement	as	they	were	thrown	into	the	field	

situation…	In	these	descriptions,	anthropologists	explain	having	to	

relinquish	control	over	their	lives	to	others,	either	through	ignorance	of	

the	language	and	social	norms	or	out	of	the	need	to	fit	in	and	be	accepted	

and	trusted.	Writers	often	describe	a	diminished	or	altered	sense	of	self	

and	lack	of	agency	extending	to	feelings	of	personal	disintegration	–	of	

“being	sent	slowly	to	mad”…	or	of	childlike	dependency”	

(Wardle	and	Blasco	2011:	122)	

	

I. REMEMBERING	PRACTICE/REMEMBERING	ETHNOGRAPHY	

		

It	seems	a	tacit	practice	to	draft	the	Introduction	to	an	ethnographic	text	at	the	‘end’,	once	

the	 jostle	between	heterogeneous	 realities	and	subsuming	 theories	have	been	addressed,	

classified	 and	written.	 The	 ‘Introduction’	 then	 is	 where	 the	 ‘ethnographer	 recapitulates’,	

remembering	 or	 reflecting	 upon	 a	 route	 that	 has	 already	 been	 traversed.	 As	 a	 narrative,	

whose	 function	 is	 to	 announce	 the	 inception	 of	 a	 space	 and	 time,	 it	 is	 composed	

nevertheless	by	historicizing	all	that	which	is	about	to	take	place	through	the	text.		

	

In	a	similar	manner,	the	skilled	practitioner	–	an	artist,	an	engineer,	a	surgeon,	a	gardener	–	

formulates	 her	 expectations,	 which	 she	 recalls	 from	 her	 experience	 of	 a	 technique,	 only	

after	 she	 has	 encountered	 inter-relations	 between	 external	 factors,	 materials,	 textures,	

forms	and	her	own	faculties.	 It	 is	 such	a	remembering	 that	 reveals	 to	 the	practitioner	 the	

paths	that	were	tread	between	the	idea	of	what	is	to	happen	or	be	made	and	what	happens	

or	is	made.	It	is	through	this	Introduction	that	I	too	shall	remember	a	trace	that	began	with	

‘doing’	an	ethnography,	and	ended	with	‘writing’	an	ethnography.		
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Drawing	our	attention	to	that	moment	of	entextualization,	when	a	diversity	of	experiential,	

descriptive	and	analytical	happenings	are	entrapped	within	a	singular	authorial	voice,	Huon	

Wardle	and	Paloma	Gay	y	Balsco	ask,	

	

What	 is	 ‘an’	 ethnography?	What	 transforms	 the	 process	 of	 ethnography	

endowing	it	with	its	thing-like,	modal	character	as	‘an’	ethnography?	What	

is	the	ethnographic	case	expected	to	achieve	when	distinguished	from	the	

practices	out	of	which	it	emerges?	And	how	do	we,	as	anthropologists,	and	

others	 outside	 the	 field,	 recognize	 and	 evaluate	 the	 effects	 and	

achievements	of	‘an’	ethnography	as	opposed	to	ethnography-as-process?	

(Wardle	and	Blasco	2011:	118).	

	

What	 transcends	within	and	 through	an	ethnographic	 text	 is	 a	process	of	metamorphosis	

whereby	 raw	 materials	 are	 transformed	 into	 a	 coherent	 form,	 or	 messy	 information	 is	

organized	 into	 ‘the	 ethnographic	 case’,	 or	 even	 better,	 “experiential	 openness	 into	

argumentative	closure”	 (Wardle	and	Blasco	2011:	119).	 In	both	cases,	a	thing	needs	 to	be	

made.	 In	an	attempt	to	address	this	tension	between	 ‘an	ethnography’	and	 ‘ethnography-

as-process’,	this	Introduction	is	imagined	as	a	road-map	to	what	has	been	made,	namely	the	

present	 ethnography,	 and	 what	 this	 ethnography	 makes,	 namely	 a	 transcript	 of	 the	

conversations	between	different	material	and	discursive	 sites	which	 the	 subject-matter	of	

this	ethnography	inhabits.		

	

The	 word	 ‘make’	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 Plato’s	 explanation	 of	 poesis,	 which	 means	 ‘whatever	

passes	from	not	being	into	being’	(Sennett	2008:	211);	this	definition	in	turn	suggests	that	

the	 state	 from	which	making	proceeds,	namely	 ‘not	being’,	does	not	 refer	 to	an	absolute	

absence,	but	rather	a	‘state	of	potentiality’.	Facilitating	this	potential	to	manifest	then	is	the	

skilled	 body,	 who	 also	 not	 only	makes	 the	 object,	 but	 is	 also	made	 by	 it.	 As	 Tim	 Ingold	

writes,				

By	 skills	 I	 do	 not	 mean	 techniques	 of	 the	 body,	 but	 the	 capabilities	 of	

action	and	perception	of	 the	whole	organic	being	 (indissolubly	mind	and	

body)	 situated	 in	a	 richly	 structured	environment…	 [P]erspective	 situates	
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the	 practitioner…	 in	 the	 context	 of	 an	 active	 engagement	 with	 the	

constituents	of	his	or	her	surroundings	(Ingold	2000:	5).	

	

Like	all	things,	the	making	or	rather	manifestation	of	an	ethnography	also	requires	first	and	

foremost	 the	body	of	an	agent,	namely	 the	ethnographer,	 the	body	which	must	also	 then	

become	the	receptacle	of	a	diversity	of	sensory	stimuli	composing	the	varied	realities	of	the	

field.	Second,	ethnography	requires	an	active	perception	on	the	part	of	 the	ethnographer.	

Like	 the	maker	 of	 things,	 the	 ethnographer	 too	 has	 to	 identify	 and	 engage	with	 her	 raw	

materials,	 and	 contemplate	 tools	which	will	 forge	 relations,	with	 and	 between	materials,	

that	she	reckons	could	explore	the	possibilities	of	a	situation.		

	

But	 more	 importantly,	 encompassing	 the	 above	 requisites	 –	 body	 as	 receptacle	 and	

perception	of	 the	environment	–	and	helping	 them	evolve,	 is	 the	 location	of	ethnography	

within	practice.	Borrowing	from	Pierre	Bourdieu,	to	locate	ethnography	within	practice	is	to	

be	rid	of	a	fixed	centre	around	which	ethnography	is	imagined	to	be	structured,	and	hence	

transcend	what	 expectations	we	 have	 of	 it	 (Bourdieu	 1977).	 For	we	 certainly	 do	 nurture	

expectations	of	ethnography	–	What	is	the	field	like?	What	is	our	research	objective?	What	

is	 the	ethnographic	plan?	 The	 critical	 task	 of	 constructing	 ethnography	 as	ways	 of	 seeing	

and	 telling,	 and	 hence	 a	 representation,	 was	 achieved	 by	 the	Writing	 Cultures	 school.	

However	 what	 Bourdieu	 additionally	 suggests	 is	 that	 instead	 of	 dwelling	 upon	 our	

expectations	of	ethnography,	we	rather	be	present	to	the	action	of	its	productive	moment,	

to	 its	 happenings.	 This	 throws	 up	 the	 possibility	 of	 discerning	 those	 unarticulated	 and	

unformulated	 representations	 in	 relations	 to	 which	 the	 representations	 we	 do	 articulate	

and	formulate	become	comprehendible	(Bourdieu	1977).	Ethnography	then,	much	similar	to	

the	way	 in	which	Western	 philosophy	 describes	 techne	 as	 the	 basis	 of	 Craft,	 is	 both	 the	

practice	 and	 the	 theory	 of	 making.	 As	 hermeneutist	 David	 P	 Haney	 suggests	 about	 the	

relation	between	techne	and	ethics,	that	it	is	within	the	production	of	a	thing	that	one	also	

produces	“a	state	of	grasping	the	truth,	involving	reason,	concerned	with	action	about	what	

is	good	or	bad	for	a	human	being”	(Haney	1999:	32).			

	

Alluding	to	the	way	in	which	the	production	of	knowledge	deserves	to	understood	as	both	

‘production’	 (How	 is	 a	 practice	 conducted?)	 and	 ‘knowledge’	 (What	 are	 the	 ideological	
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principles	 around	 which	 the	 practice	 is	 constructed?),	 namely	 both	 the	 process	 and	 the	

object,	Richard	Sennett	recalls	C	W	Mills’	conception	of	 ‘intellectual	craftsmanship’,	which	

deserves	to	be	appreciated	for	its	relevance	even	today.	In	Sennett’s	words,		

	

C.	Wright	Mills	had	concluded	his	book	The	Sociological	Imagination	(1959)	

with	an	appendix	that	tackles	the	issue	head-on…	This	is	how	Mills	begins:	

‘To	 the	 individual	 social	 scientist	 who	 feels	 himself	 a	 part	 of	 the	 classic	

tradition,	social	science	is	the	practice	of	a	craft…’	Mills	declares:	‘Let	every	

man	 be	 his	 own	 methodologist;	 let	 every	 man	 be	 his	 own	 theorist;	 let	

theory	and	method	again	become	part	of	the	practice	of	craft’...	What	he	

fashions,	through	his	work,	is	a	way	of	being.	And	thirdly,	to	assist	him	in	

this	 project,	 he	 keeps	 a	 journal,	 which	 he	 periodically	 files,	 sorts	 and	

scrambles	 for	 new	 ideas.	 In	 it,	 he	 notes	 his	 experiences,	 his	 ‘fringe-

thoughts’	that	have	come	to	him	as	by-products	of	everyday	life,	snatches	

of	 overheard	 conversations,	 and	 even	 dreams…	 	 It	 is	 from	 this	

heterogeneous	 reservoir	 of	 raw	 material	 that	 the	 intellectual	 craftsman	

shapes	his	work	(Sennett	2008:	240).	

	

II. THE	SEED	

	

It	is	not	only	the	heterogeneity	of	worlds	which	shape	ethnography	that	I	shall	dwell	upon	in	

this	Introduction,	but	also	that	spiralling	action,	through	which	this	ethnography,	like	a	craft,	

came	to	be	generated.			

	

This	ethnography,	as	has	been	in	its	current	form,	was	set	into	motion	six	years	ago	while	I	

was	professionally	employed	as	a	Research	Scholar	at	the	Asian	Heritage	Foundation	(AHF),	

a	not-for-profit	organization	 in	New	Delhi,	 India.	The	AHF	works	 towards	 the	preservation	

and	 up-gradation	 of	 technologies	 and	 economies	 of	 skilled	 communities	 of	 India,	 which	

included	weavers,	painters,	sculptors,	performing	artists,	etc.	 It	was	in	2010	that	I	assisted	

the	Foundation	in	curating	an	exhibition,	titled	Motion,	Myth	and	Magic:	Narrative	Artworks	
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of	 India,1	 documenting	 different	 traditions	 and	 tools	 of	 story-telling	 across	 India.	 It	 was	

during	 the	 period	 of	 initial	 research,	 while	 mapping	 different	 narrative	 traditions	 that	 I	

‘stumbled	upon’	one	hitherto	unknown	to	me	from	Telangana,	a	part	of	erstwhile	Andhra	

Pradesh	 in	 southern	 India.2	 This	 tradition	 is	 known	 as	 Patampradarshana	 Katha	 which	

translates	 as	 ‘the	 showing	 and	 the	 telling	 of	 painted	 images’.3	 Unfortunately,	 due	 to	

logistical	and	curatorial	considerations	a	dedicated	section	to	this	story-telling	tradition	did	

not	find	its	way	into	the	exhibition.	

	

	
																																																													
1	The	exhibition	was	hosted	by	the	Alliance	Francaise,	New	Delhi	August-September	2010.	
	
2	Telangana	is	India’s	newest	state,	officially	formed,	after	decades	of	secessionist	movement,	on	2	June	2014.	
	
3	Patam	is	the	Telugu	word	for	scroll,	but	generically	it	refers	to	any	painted	surface.	
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Shaded	portion	depicting	Telangana.	Source:	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Telangana_movement	

	

This	 cultural	 practice	 from	 Telangana	 I	 encountered	 through	 the	 doctoral	 dissertation	 of	

Kirtana	Thangavelu,4	which	one	could	say	was	my	first	encounter	(of	sorts)	with	what	was	to	

become	 ‘the	 field’.	What	piqued	my	 interest	was	Thangavelu’s	 claim	that	exclusive	 to	 the	

painted	scrolls	of	Telangana,	 in	comparison	to	other	painted	scroll	 tradition	of	 India,5	was	

the	 purpose	 for	 which	 they	 were	made.	 	 These	 scrolls	 have	 historically	 been	made	 by	 a	

single	 community	 of	 artists	 called	 naqaashi	 or	 nakash,6	 spread	 across	 Telangana,	 for	

itinerant	 story-tellers	 belonging	 to	 different	 jatis	 or	 sub-castes,	 collectively	 called	

Adugukunetollu,	which	translates	literally	as	‘those	who	ask	for	what	is	already	apportioned	

for	them’.	Each	story-telling	sub-caste	was	in	turn	dependent	upon	their	particular	‘patron’	

jati,7	which	usually	were	occupational	 communities	 like	weavers,	 barbers,	 toddy-tappers,8	

herdsmen,	 leatherworkers	 and	 washer-men.	 To	 these	 communities	 the	 adugukunetollu	

narrate	etiological	myths	about	their	jati	drawn	from	the	Puranas	using	images	of	the	scroll	

and	 wooden	 figurines	 (Thangavelu	 1998).9	 For	 instance,	 Markandeya	 Puranam,	 which	

narrates	stories	about	the	sage	Bhavana	Rushi,	the	legendary	progenitor	of	the	Padmasalis	

or	 weavers,	 is	 performed	 before	 the	 Padmasalis	 only	 by	 the	 Kunepullalu	 community;	

Katamaraju-katha,	 the	 oral	 epic	 which	 traces	 the	 lineage	 of	 the	 Golla	 (herdsmen)	

																																																													
4	Thangavelu’s	doctoral	dissertation	entitled	“The	Painted	Puranas	of	Telangana:	A	Study	of	a	Scroll	Painting	
Tradition	in	South	India”	was	submitted	in	1998	at	the	Department	of	Art	History,	University	of	California.	Her	
thesis	focused	on	the	making	and	performance	of	a	Madel	Puranam	scroll,	fieldwork	for	which	was	conducted	
roughly	 between	 1993	 and	 1995.	 She	 is	 currently	 Lecturer,	 Department	 of	 Fine	 Arts,	 Hyderabad	 Central	
University,	India.	
	
5	Other	examples	of	painted	scroll	traditions	in	India	include	Pabuji	ka	phad	(Rajasthan),	Patachitra	(Bengal	and	
Orissa),	Garuda	scrolls	(Gujarat).	See	Jyotindra	Jain	(ed.)	Picture	Showmen:	Insights	into	Narrative	Tradition	in	
Indian	Art”,	Marg	Publications,	1998.	
	
6	The	term	naqqash	or	nakash	has	its	epistemology	in	the	kitaab-khaana	(royal	library)	of	the	fifteenth	century	
Safavid	Empire.	It	is	derived	from	one	of	the	seven	scripts	naskh	used	by	calligraphers.	Thus	the	term	naqqash	
or	naqqashane	applied	to	painters,	and	also	illustrators	and	illuminators.		
	
7	 Jati	 refers	 to	 an	 occupational	 community.	 It	 is	 considered	 the	 operational	 unit	 of	 the	 Indian	 caste/varna	
system.	
	
8	Toddy	is	a	potent	and	pungent	Indian	drink	fermented	from	palm	sap,	traditionally	collected	by	tappers	who	
scamper	daily	to	treetops	to	retrieve	earthenware	pots	filled	with	sap	tapped	from	the	trees.	
	
9	Puranas	refer	to	classical	texts	consisting	genealogies	of	kings,	heroes,	sages,	and	demigods,	and	descriptions	
of	Hindu	cosmology,	philosophy,	and	geography.	
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community	 is	 performed	 before	 the	Gollas	 only	 by	 the	Mandaheccollu	 community	 (using	

only	wooden	dolls).	Thus	as	it	appeared,	the	painted	scroll	was	not	just	an	aid	in	recording	

collective	 and	 local	 histories,	 but	was	 also	 central	 to	 the	way	 in	which	 the	 economic	 and	

social	lives	of	three	distinct	communities	were	tied	together.10	The	different	communities	of	

story-tellers	have	prescribed	trajectories	and	areas	within	the	region	to	avoid	entering	into	

turfs	 of	 other	 troupes,	 and	within	 those	 prescribed	 areas	 they	move	 from	 one	 village	 to	

another,	except	during	the	rainy	season.	Performances	take	place	at	night	and	continue	for	

around	a	week.	

	

																																																													
10	Towards	an	understanding	of	pre-modern	historical	consciousness	and	representation	in	South	Asia,	see	Rao	
et	al.	Textures	of	Time:	Writing	History	in	South	India	1600-1800,	Oxford	University	Press,	2001.	
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An	image	of	an	Adugukunetollu	performance	in	a	chapter	by	Thangavelu	in	Anna	Dallapiccola	edited	

Indian	Paintings:	Lesser	Known	Traditions,	2012.	
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A	Mahabharata	scroll	(in	progress)	being	displayed	at	a	workshop.	December	2012	
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Above:	A	section	of	the	horizontal	Jambavantaru	Puranam.			

Below:	A	section	of	Mandaheccollu	dolls.	August	2013.	

	
The	beginning	of	the	Gouda	Chetty	scroll	that	proceeds	from	bottom	to	top	

	

The	 specific	 geography	 within	 which	 Thangavelu’s	 study	 was	 located	 is	 a	 village	 called	

Cheriyal	in	north-east	Telangana,	which	was	home	to	a	joint	household	of	naqqashi	families,	

who	 continue	 to	 practice	 the	 craft	 of	 scroll-painting.11	 The	 senior-most	 practitioner	 is	

																																																													
11	 It	 has	 been	 suggested	 that	 this	 household	 in	 Cheriyal	 is	 the	 only	 remaining	 site	where	 the	 craft	 of	 scroll	
painting	for	the	narrative	tradition	was	practiced.	This	shall	be	clarified	and	discussed	over	the	course	of	this	
dissertation.		
	



11	
	

Danalakota	Vaikuntam	Nakash,	a	figure	who	became	real	for	me	only	two	years	later	when	I	

first	visited	his	studio	in	Cheriyal	in	November	2012.	

	
Danalakota	Vaikuntam	Nakash	

	

The	naqqashi	 art-form	of	 Telangana	 is	 known	 for	 its	work	on	 a	wide	 array	of	materials	 –	

cloth,	 wood,	 cement,	 mud,	 cow	 dung	 and	 papier-mâché	 –	 and	 for	 crafting	 an	 equally	

impressive	 range	 of	 objects	 –	 murals,	 boxes,	 masks,	 figurines,	 relief	 sculptures,	 portable	

shrines,	toys	and	scroll	paintings.	The	paintings	and	murals	usually	depict	episodes	from	the	

Puranas	 in	 its	characteristic	bold	style.	 	While	historically,	murals	were	made	to	embellish	

temples	or	houses	of	 landlords,	 the	narrative	 scroll	 paintings	on	 cloth	were	usually	10-15	

meters	 long,	are	one	of	 the	 longest	 in	size	among	the	known	Indian	pigment	paintings	on	

cloth,	and	usually	take	anything	between	four	to	six	months	to	complete	(Mittal	1998).	
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Range	of	objects	crafted	by	the	naqqashi	community	in	Telangana	
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Range	of	objects	crafted	by	the	naqqashi	community	in	Telangana	
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The	sophistication	of	the	Telangana	murals	and	cloth	paintings	lies	in	the	intricate	detailing	

of	the	episodes	each	artwork	depicts	–	placement	of	characters,	proportion	and	stature	of	

important	figures	within	a	scene,	and	the	costumes	and	jewellery	that	they	adorn.	The	cloth	

scrolls	vary	 in	 terms	of	 length,	 format	and	the	direction	of	syntax;	 the	scroll	depicting	the	

Madel	Puranam	is	vertical,	while	the	Jambavantaru	Puranam	is	horizontal.12		

	

	

	
Section	of	a	scroll	depicting	the	Mahabharata.	August	2013.	

	

																																																													
12	 The	 Jambavanatru	 Puranam	 is	 the	 legend	 of	 Jambavantaru,	 the	 progenitor	 of	 the	Madiga	 community	
(leather	workers	and	tanners),	performed	by	the	Dakkalollu	community	of	story-tellers.	 I	will	elaborate	on	a	
narration	of	the	Jambavantaru	Puranam	in	a	later	chapter.		
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The	prominent	figure	in	blue	is	Bhima,	of	the	Pandava	brothers.	August	2013	

	

Some	narratives	are	read	from	left	to	right,	while	some	from	right	to	left;	some	jati	puranas	

like	those	narrated	by	Enoti	Gouds	(story-tellers	for	toddy-tappers	and	farmers)	begin	at	the	

top	and	proceed	downwards,	while	other	 like	those	told	by	Gouda	Chettys	 (also	bards	 for	

toddy-tappers)	begin	at	the	bottom	and	move	upwards	(Thangavelu	1998).	The	narrative	is	

broken	into	horizontal	panels	(in	case	of	vertical	scrolls),	where	each	panel	usually	contains	

one	 episode	 or	 scene	 or	 sometimes	 even	 two,	 depending	 upon	 the	 significance	 of	 the	

episode.13		

																																																													
13	I	shall	clarify	what	I	mean	by	‘episode’	in	a	later	chapter	in	this	dissertation.		
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A	section	of	the	Madel	Puranam	on	display	at	the	School	of	Folk	and	Tribal	Lore,	Telugu	University,	

Warangal	campus.	November	2013.	

	

It	 is	 through	 fine	 and	 delicate	 brush-work	 that	 each	 element	 within	 the	 painted	 surface	

appears	distinct.	Figures	are	traced	by	the	artists	who	rely	on	training,	practice	and	acquired	

technique	 to	 render	 correct	 proportions	 and	 postures.	 Interestingly,	 the	 stages	 of	

production	of	these	images	correspond	with	the	stages	in	training.	First,	the	novice	begins	

by	 learning	 how	 to	 render	 figures;	 this	 is	 followed	 by	 acquiring	 skill	 in	 brush-work	which	

begins	with	the	broad	strokes	 like	the	red	background	which	a	characteristic	trait	of	these	

paintings,	 followed	by	 colours	 for	 skin	 and	 clothes,	 finally	 concluding	with	 the	 finer	work	

such	as	motifs	on	clothes	and	the	detailing	of	jewellery.	The	skill	and	dexterity	of	an	artist,	

as	I	later	encountered,	is	evaluated	according	to	fine-ness	and	delicacy	she	is	able	to	achieve	

while	rendering	the	details.	A	painting	 is	concluded	through	the	use	of	a	 fine	brush	which	

marks	the	contours	of	characters	and	objects	with	blank	ink,	 imbuing	them	with	life	–	this	

stage	of	the	craft	is	reserved	for	and	is	achieved	only	by	a	seasoned	artist.	
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Stages	in	the	production	of	naqqashi	images	
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The	 images	have	 always	been	made	using	water	 colours	which	 artists	 prepared	 at	 home;	

white	was	obtained	from	ground	seashells,	black	from	lamp	soot	and	yellow	from	turmeric.	

These	 would	 be	 mixed	 with	 home-made	 glue,	 which	 would	 then	 allow	 the	 colour	 to	 be	

retained	 on	 the	 wall	 or	 cloth.	 Today	 artists	 purchase	 powdered	 colour	 from	 wholesale	

commercial	markets	in	Hyderabad	(the	capital	city	of	Andhra	Pradesh,	80km	from	Cheriyal)	

and	Vijayawada	(some	250	km	from	Cheriyal).	Though	these	powders,	the	artists	claim,	are	

manufactured	in	factories	located	in	Mumbai,	they	do	not	contain	any	synthetic	chemicals.	

Artists	today	prefer	the	use	of	ready-made	powder	water	colours	because	it	doesn’t	require	

the	 strenuous	 and	 time-consuming	 process	 of	 preparing,	 which	 involved	 boiling	 and	

grinding	of	ingredients.			

	

In	case	of	scroll-paintings,	khadi	cloth	was	and	continues	to	be	provided	by	the	story-telling	

community	to	the	artist	at	the	time	of	commission.	Coarse	cotton	cloth	was	primarily	used,	

which	 would	 then	 be	 treated	 with	 tamarind	 seed	 powder,	 white	 clay	 and	 rice	 starch	 to	

render	 the	 canvas	 stiff	 and	 applicable	 for	 colour.	 Today	 similar	 coarse	 cotton	 cloth	 is	

purchased	 from	 the	 local	 hosiery	 shops	 which	 sell	 produce	 of	 local	 weavers	 along	 with	

factory-produced	synthetic	material.	

	

Although	the	master-artist	has	historically	been	the	patriarch	of	the	household,	owing	to	the	

several	 components	 involved	 in	 the	 production	 of	 a	 scroll,	 and	 its	 size,	 this	 was,	 and	

continues	to	be	a	practice	which	requires	the	participation	of	the	entire	household.	Women	

assist	 after	 completing	 their	 household	 chores,	 while	 children	 train	 in	 the	 craft	 after	

wrapping	 up	 their	 daily	 and	 scholastic	 activities.	 Story-tellers	 and	 artists	 belonged	 to	

separate	 communities,	 and	 hence	 relations	 between	 them	 existed	 during	 the	 time	 and	

space	 when	 a	 new	 scroll	 would	 be	 commissioned.	 Because	 the	 scroll	 was	 primarily	 a	

narrative	 aid	 for	 the	 bards,	 they	 collaborate	 with	 the	 artists	 during	 the	 initial	 stage	 of	

sketching	 the	 figures	 on	 canvas,	 to	 ensure	 the	 correct	 depiction	 and	 placement	 of	

characters.	
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This	 artistic	 practice	 was	 spread	 throughout	 different	 regions	 of	 Telangana,	 of	 which	

Cheriyal	was	only	a	part,	something	we	shall	return	to	later	in	this	dissertation.14	However	

as	 British	 rule	 entrenched	 itself	 in	 the	 Indian	 heartland,	 the	 power	 of	 local	 Indian	 rulers	

declined	and	so	did	their	patronage	towards	traditional	artists.	This	 lack	of	patronage	was	

compounded	with	the	rising	presence	of	colonial	artists	in	India	during	the	mid-nineteenth	

century;	but	 it	was	the	advent	of	 the	convenience	and	economic	efficiency	offered	by	the	

printing	 press,	 during	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 and	 early	 twentieth	 century,	 that	 replaced	

handmade	images	of	gods	and	goddesses	with	calendar	art	that	could	now	find	its	way	into	

homes	of	nuclear	families	across	all	classes	and	castes	(Mitter	1994).	This	created	conditions	

for	artists	around	Telangana	to	seek	sustenance	outside	the	ambit	of	the	practice.	According	

to	 Vaikuntam,	 by	 the	 mid-1950s	 naqqashi	 families	 across	 Telangana	 had	 already	 started	

relinquishing	 the	 craft.	 However	 it	 was	 only	 owing	 to	 a	 chance	 encounter	 in	 1975	 of	 a	

Survey	Officer	of	the	All	India	Handicraft	Board	of	India	(AIHB)	that	Cheriyal	found	a	place	in	

the	craft-map	of	the	nation.15		

	

But	 as	 in	 the	 case	 of	many	 expressive	 traditions	 of	 South	 Asia	 today,	 where	 the	market	

economy	has	guided	state	patronage,	this	narrative	practice	has	been	reduced	to	primarily	a	

visual	craft.	 	Patronage	 for	story-telling	communities	has	been	consistently	dwindling,	and	

their	 primary	 mode	 of	 sustenance	 is	 either	 government	 welfare	 schemes	 for	 Scheduled	

Castes	 and	 Tribes	 in	 the	 region,16	 or	 the	 occasional	 performance	 as	 part	 of	 an	 urban	

handicraft	fair	or	exposition.	On	the	other	hand,	images	of	this	art-form,	today	commodified	

as	 ‘Cheriyal	 Paintings’,	 owing	 to	 the	 intellectual	 property	 claims	 of	 Geographical	

Indication,17	 have	 literally	 become	 the	 face	 of	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 State	 Tourism,	 with	 its	

																																																													
14	 Telangana	 is	 composed	 of	 ten	 regions	 –	 Adialabad,	 Hyderabad,	 Karimnagar,	 Khammam,	 Mahbobnagar,	
Medak,	Nalgonda,	Nizamabad,	Ranga	Reddy	and	Warangal.	
	
15	 The	 All	 India	 Handicrafts	 Board	 was	 established	 in	 1952	 to	 advise	 the	 Government	 on	 problems	 of	
handicrafts	and	to	suggest	measures	for	improvement	and	development.	The	Board	was	also	required	to	study	
technical,	marketing,	financial,	organizational,	artistic	and	other	aspects	of	handicrafts	and	to	formulate	plans	
on	these	lines.	See	Fisher	1972	(unpublished	thesis).	
	
16	Scheduled	Castes	and	Tribes	refer	to	the	economically,	politically	and	socially	disadvantaged	groups,	which	
have	been	the	focus	of	numerous	positive	discrimination	programmes	since	independence.		
	
17	‘Geographical	Indications’	will	be	discussed	in	detail	in	a	later	chapter	
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numerous	craft	emporium	outlets,	called	Lepakshi,	 scattered	around	the	country,	catering	

to	middle	class	consumption,	selling	compact	and	affordable	decorative	framed	paintings.	18		

	

	
‘Cheriyal	Paintings’	featuring	prominently	in	an	Andhra	Pradesh	Tourism	media	campaign	

	

Soon	 other	 textual	 sources	 of	 patampradarshan	 katha	 began	 to	 emerge;	 some	 of	 which	

included	a	chapter	by	Jagdish	Mittal	in	Jyotindra	Jain	(ed.)	Picture	Showmen:	Insights	into	the	

Narrative	Tradition	in	Indian	Art	published	in	1998,19	and,	once	again,	a	chapter	by	Thangavelu	

																																																													
18	‘Craft	emporium’	usually	refer	to	marketing	outlets	run	by	the	government.	One	usually	finds	craft	emporia	
of	 each	 state	 in	most	 Indian	 cities.	 The	Andhra	 Pradesh	 craft	 emporium	 is	 named	 Lepakshi,	 after	 a	 famous	
temple	site	in	the	state.	For	a	history	on	Indian	craft	emporia	see	Fisher	1972	(unpublished	thesis).	
	
19	 Jagdish	 Mittal,	 the	 founder	 of	 the	 Kamala	 and	 Jagdish	 Mittal	 Museum	 of	 Art,	 Hyderabad,	 is	 known	 to	
possess	 the	 largest	 collection	 of	 Telangana	 patams.	 Over	 the	 years,	 Mittal	 has	 donated	 a	 few	 rare	 and	
significant	specimens	to	the	Salar	Jung	Museum,	Hyderabad.		
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in	Anna	Dallapiccola	(ed.)	Indian	Paintings:	Lesser	Known	Traditions	published	in	2012.	The	text	

of	 these	 chapters	was	 interspersed	with	 coloured	 photographs	 of	 sections	 from	different	

scrolls.	 Till	 then	 those	 images,	 and	 the	ones	 I	 found	on	 the	 internet,	were	 the	only	 visual	

references	 I	 had	 for	 this	 craft.	 It	 often	 happens	 that	 one	 does	 not	 realize	 how	 one-

dimensional	a	photograph	 in	a	book	or	on	a	computer	screen	can	be	till	one	actually	sees	

the	object	 in	 flesh	and	blood.	That	 is	what	happened	with	me	when	 I	 first	encountered	a	

patam	during	my	fieldwork	in	Telangana.	

	

However	 more	 importantly,	 around	 the	 time	 when	 I	 began	 engaging	 with	 this	 artistic	

practice	more	academically	to	draft	a	PhD	research	proposal,	roughly	2011,	the	secessionist	

movement	 in	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 was	 at	 its	 peak.	 Andhra	 Pradesh,	 which	 included	 Telugu	

speaking	districts	of	modern-day	Telangana,	Karnataka	and	Tamil	Nadu,	was	one	of	the	first	

states	in	independent	India	that	was	reorganized	in	1956	on	the	basis	of	common	language.	

Discontentment	over	the	creation	of	a	unified	Andhra	Pradesh	began	as	early	as	1969	over	

the	 disproportionate	 employment	 into	 government	 service	 and	 admission	 into	 education	

institutions	of	those	who	had	migrated	from	coastal	Andhra	into	Telangana.	Since	then	the	

Andhra	 state	 had	 been	 undergoing	 waves	 of	 severe	 competition	 between	 regions	 –	

Telangana	 and	 coastal	 Andhra	 –	 over	 distribution	 of	 infrastructure	 and	 resources	 by	 the	

Indian	government.	The	call	for	a	separate	state	of	Telangana,	which	was	finally	created	as	

Indian	newest	state	in	June	2014,	however	seems	to	translate	itself	differently	along	urban-

village	lines.	While	the	claim	in	the	urban	space	was	towards	addressing	a	historical	denial	

of	 the	 ‘right	 to	 development’,	 the	 predicament	 in	 the	 villages	 was	 about	 ‘reclaiming’	 a	

Telangana	identity.	A	considerable	amount	of	energy	was	invested	by	advocates	of	separate	

statehood	to	evoke	a	sense	of	 regional	sentiment	by	claiming	all	 things	Telangana	–	 from	

films	to	fine	arts,	from	cuisine	to	sport,	from	literature	to	music,	from	crafts	to	rituals.		

	

Post-colonial	 historiography	 and	 anthropology	 have	 sketched	 how	 categories	 of	 ‘folk	 art’	

and	 ‘folk	 artist’	 emerged	 as	 part	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 nationalist	 and	 nation-building	

project.20	 With	 this	 theoretical	 framework	 in	 mind,	 my	 initial	 objective	 or	 preliminary	

research	 agenda	was	 two-fold.	 One,	 I	 wanted	 to	 enquire	 into	 the	way	 in	which	 the	 ‘folk	

																																																													
20	See	Mitter	1994;	Guha-Thakurta	2004;	Mathur	2000;	McGowan	2009	
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artist’	perceived	the	resuscitated	interest	in	the	historicity	of	his	craft,	images	of	which	were	

now	 being	 used	 to	 articulate	 the	 political	 and	 regional	 autonomy	 of	 a	 new	 and	 separate	

Telangana.	 Two,	 I	wanted	 to	 explore	whether	 and	 how	 the	 artist	 negotiated	 her	 location	

with	this	separatist	movement.				

	

Looking	back,	 it	 seems	 rather	 intriguing	how	a	 seed	of	 an	 idea	planted	 through	a	 cursory	

glance	 of	 someone	 else’s	 account	 about	 a	 practice	 eventually	 led	 to	 some	 of	 the	 most	

significant	 shifts	 in	my	 life	 –	 to	be	engaged	with	 it	 for	 the	next	 four	 years.	 By	 ‘significant	

shifts’	I	mean	the	way	in	which	my	life	got	organized	around	my	doctoral	thesis	–	first,	my	

admission	 and	 subsequent	 move	 to	 University	 of	 Canterbury	 in	 New	 Zealand,	 roughly	

12000km	from	India;	second,	my	regular	and	prolonged	visits	to	Cheriyal	between	2012	and	

2014,	which	accumulated	to	a	total	of	11	months;	 third,	 the	way	 in	which	my	 life	centred	

around	Vaikuntam	and	his	studio	for	these	11	months.	Of	course,	one	cannot	but	mention	

the	 opportunity	 I	 have	 had	 to	 travel	 through	 conference	 circuits	 presenting	 my	 work	 in	

places	I	had	never	visited	till	then.	

	

It	was	not	until	 2012	 that	 I	 actually	 visited	Telangana	as	a	doctoral	 student.	 Till	 then,	 the	

‘field’	 for	 me	 was	 an	 imagery	 that	 was	 assembled	 through	 the	 agency	 of	 texts,	 which	 I	

engaged	with	prior	 to	 fieldwork.	One	then	comes	to	appreciate	the	power	of	 texts,	which	

Leela	Prasad	reminds	us	of	while	sharing	her	ethnography	on	everyday	narrative-making	in	

the	 temple	 town	 of	 Sringeri,	 Karnataka	 (Prasad	 2007).	 She	 quotes	 Adam	 Newton	 from	

Narrative	 Ethics,	 who	 writes,	 “One	 faces	 a	 text	 as	 one	 might	 face	 a	 person,	 having	 to	

confront	 the	 claims	 raised	 by	 that	 very	 immediacy,	 an	 immediacy	 of	 contact,	 not	 of	

meaning”	(Newton	1995	as	quoted	in	Leela	Prasad	2007:	157).		

	

I	 feel	 it	 important	 to	 mention	 that	 this	 dissertation,	 over	 its	 course,	 will	 in	 a	 way	 be	

‘confronting	 the	 claims’	 about	 the	practice	which	 is	 produced	 through	 Thangavelu’s	work	

with	 the	 Danalakota	 household.	 	 Owing	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 hers	 is	 the	 only	 work	 done	 in	

ethnographic	mode	that	not	only	focuses	on	the	same	school	of	painting,	but	also	positions	

itself	within	the	same	household,	 I	have	had	the	privilege	of	 living	vicariously	 through	her	

composition.	 The	 feeling	was	 nothing	 less	 than	 surreal	 to	move	 through	 the	 very	 spaces	

which	Thangavelu	 creates	 through	her	writing,	 the	 same	 spaces	 that	 I	 had	grown	ever	 so	
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familiar	with	during	my	fieldwork,	only	my	encounter	happened	some	25	years	later.	In	fact	

there	were	 times	while	negotiating	a	whole	gamut	of	 information	about	 the	practice	and	

the	 practitioners	 during	 my	 fieldwork	 when	 I	 realized	 that	 I	 was	 being	 handed	 a	 jigsaw	

puzzle,	parts	of	which	were	put	together	when	I	would	revisit	Thangavelu’s	descriptions	or	

writings.					

	

Thus,	in	a	way	my	ethnography	traces	a	constantly	emerging	body	of	knowledge	that	moves	

along	a	shifting	pathway.	Like	writing,	that	leaves	a	trail	as	it	forms,	the	creation	of	any	kind	

of	 knowledge	 leaves	 imprints,	 the	 temporality	 and	 embeddedness	 of	 which	 is	 then	

negotiated	 by	 those	 who	 follow	 (Ingold	 2010).	 The	 practice	 which	 was	 ‘captured’	 by	

Thangavelu	and	 the	practice	which	 I	am	attempting	 to	 ‘capture’	are	 linked	by	a	 thread	of	

continuity,	 but	 simultaneously	 they	 are	 different	 because	 both	 Thangavelu	 and	 I	 are	

engaged	in	two	respective	moments	in	history.	In	fact	it	is	through	the	continuity	that	exists	

between	these	two	moments	that	we	can	access	the	existence	of	time	as	a	thread,	whereby	

what	 is	 felt	 more	 keenly	 is	 “presence	 of	 the	 past”	 rather	 than	 “pastness	 of	 the	 past”	

(Ramanujan	1989:	190).	What	emerges	then	is	the	debunking	of	the	idea	of	autonomy	of	a	

singular	work	that	completes	a	narrative;	this	happens	through	the	acknowledgement	of	the	

way	 in	 which	 texts	 are	 fully	 capable	 of	 reflecting	 upon	 one	 another,	 responding	 to	 one	

another,	 and	 through	 this	 process	 of	 inter-textuality,	 defining	 one	 another	 (Ramanujan	

1989).	

	

To	 return	 to	my	 initial	 point,	 Cheriyal,	 its	 artists	 and	 their	 craft	 were	 rather	 remote	 and	

distant	entities,	until	I	sought	a	more	tangible	and	physical	engagement	with	the	place	and	

its	practice	 through	 institutionally-supported	 fieldwork.	Michael	 Jackson	 recalls	 something	

William	James	says	 in	Pragmatism,	considered	to	be	a	highly	 influential	text	of	nineteenth	

century	American	philosophy	–	something	akin	to	the	kind	of	relation	this	dissertation	has	

been	 attempting	 to	 strike	 between	 ethnography	 and	 craft,	 “Truth	 happens	 to	 an	 idea.	 It	

becomes	true,	is	made	true	by	events.	Its	verity	is	in	fact	an	event,	a	process;	the	process	of	

verifying	itself”	(Jackson	2008:	382).		

	

	



24	
	

III. MOVING	THROUGH	IFS	AND	BUTS	

	

In	some	ways	I	feel	I	could	be	guilty	of	raiding	of	a	culture	(Scheper-Hughes	2007),21	for	the	

only	 relation	 that	 existed	 between	 me	 and	 ‘the	 field’	 at	 the	 time	 was	 one	 that	 was	

legitimized	by	my	admission	 into	a	 funded	Anthropology	doctoral	programme	at	a	 foreign	

university.	 Through	 my	 desire	 to	 make	 an	 ethnography	 I	 transformed	 a	 place	 and	 its	

processes	into,	what	Saloni	Mathur	refers	to	as	“a	showcase”	(Mathur	2000:	97),	to	serve	an	

ethnographic	project	towards	understanding	the	location	of	material	culture.22	

	

Truly	 speaking	 I	 could	 not	 even	 be	 considered	an	 insider;	 I	 had	 previously	 no	 substantial	

engagement	with	 that	 region	of	 India,	me	being	a	half-Bengali	half-Anglo-Indian	born	and	

raised	in	Kolkata	in	eastern	India,	and	then	moving	to	New	Delhi	after	high	school.		Up	until	

then	I	had	visited	the	state	of	Andhra	Pradesh	only	once;	needless	to	say	I	could	definitely	

not	speak	or	understand	the	language,	Telugu.	So	as	I	saw	it,	two	challenges	lay	ahead	of	me	

that	needed	to	be	overcome.	One	was	my	relative	lack	of	familiarity	and	intimacy	with	the	

textures	 and	 subliminal	 truths	 of	 the	 everyday	 life	 of	 a	 place,	 of	 a	 people	 and	 of	 their	

practices.	Second	was	my	concern	regarding	the	rhetorical	distance	which	would	be	created	

between	 the	 “inherent	 authority	 of	 (ethnographic)	 texts”	 (Lassiter	 2000:	 603)	 and	 the	

community	 of	 practitioners	 I	 was	 planning	 to	 work	 with.	 Despite	 my	 cognizance	 of	 the	

intellectual	 responsibility	 towards	 the	artisanal	household,	 stirred	by	 the	 tenets	of	 critical	

anthropology,23	 I	 feared,	 and	 to	 a	 great	 extent	 still	 do,	 that	 this	 ethnographic	 text	would	

only	 illustrate	 “the	 limits	 of	 anthropological	 theorizing	 and	 description”	 (Appadurai	 1986:	

357).		

	

																																																													
21	 Illustrating	with	examples,	Nancy	Scheper-Hughes	refers	to	 ‘raiding’	as	the	“going	 in	and	after	a	culture	 in	
order	 to	 raid	 an	 idea	 a	 practice	 that	 could	 be	 useful	 to	 young	mothers	 in	 Boston	 or	 to	 adolescents	 in	 Los	
Angeles.	Another	form	of	raiding	is	the	kind	of	'quick	and	dirty'	research	we	sometimes	conduct	with	a	specific	
goal,	 such	 as	 evaluating	 an	 AIDS	 prevention	 program	 in	 Botswana	 or	 a	 child	 survival	 program	 in	Northeast	
Brazil	 for	 a	 governmental	 or	 international	 agency….	 And,	 then,	 there	 is	 ethnography	 and	 participant	
observation	-	the	settlement	metaphor	par	excellence”	(Scheper-Hughes	2007:	229).	
	
22	Saloni	Mathur	refers	to	the	way	in	which	assumptions	of	colonial	modernity	serve	to	undermine	the	complex	
structures	 in	 twentieth	 century	 South	 Asia	 that	 resulted	 from	 political	 independence	 and	 decolonization	
(Mathur	2000).		
	
23	See	Crapanzano	1980,	Geertz	1973,	1983,	and	Tedlock	1991.	
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Simultaneously,	anthropologists,	namely	the	likes	of	Michael	Jackson	and	Quetzil	Castaneda	

have	 often	 suggested	 that	 fieldwork,	 more	 often	 than	 not,	 can	 be	 quite	 unpredictable.	

Borrowing	from	Sartre	and	Dewey,	who	insist	that	experience	should	be	open,	leaving	space	

for	uncertainty	and	surprises,	Jackson	confronts	the	idea	that	ethnography	as	an	activity	is	

not	 so	 much	 in	 the	 business	 of	 creating	 knowledge	 as	 much	 as	 unveiling	 connections	

(Jackson	 2010).	 Similarly	 Castaneda	 speaks	 of	 the	 ethnographic	 project	 as	 an	 experiment	

which	is	driven	by	the	principle	of	‘peril’.	She	writes,	

	

This	 ‘peril’	 refers	 to	 the	 mundane	 risks	 of	 failure,	 miscalculation,	

ignorance,	 lost	 opportunity,	 creation	 of	 antagonism,	 misunderstanding,	

deceit,	 failed	 or	 false	 rapport,	 and	 so	 on,	 to	 which	 all	 ethnography	 is	

subject	 and	on	which	all	 ethnography	must	necessarily	build.	But	peril	 is	

more	often	than	not	eliminated	from	(the	written)	ethnography,	dismissed	

as	 those	 ’improprieties’	 that	 are	 necessarily	 ‘overcome’	 to	 produce	

anthropological	knowledge	(Castaneda	2004:	29-30).							

	

My	 concerns	 about	 my	 potential	 handicaps	 in	 the	 fieldwork	 were	 addressed	 first	 by	

approaching	some	of	 the	 logistical	 issues,	viz.	how	would	 I	 ‘make	contact’	with	 the	artists	

named	in	Thangavelu’s	thesis,	namely,	Vaikuntam	and	his	family;	would	he	be	able	to	speak	

and	converse	in	Hindi?24	Lucky	for	me,	it	was	relatively	easy	to	locate	Danalakota	Vaikuntam	

Naqqash.25	In	the	words	of	William	Kornblum,	who	was	trying	to	find	some	leads	into	what	

the	Chicago	jazz	and	blues	music	scene	looked	like	in	the	1920s,	“So	I	did	what	is	normal	in	

fieldwork	nowadays,	I	put	the	name…	into	Google”	(Kornblum	2004:	183).	Vaikuntam’s	elder	

son	Rakesh,	a	second-year	M	Tech	student	in	Hyderabad	had	created	a	‘blog’	by	the	name	

vaikuntamnakash.blogspot.co.in	 which	 showcases	 his	 father’s	 work,	 the	 numerous	

accolades	granted	to	him	by	the	state,	along	with	a	page	dedicated	to	“History	of	Cheriyal	

Paintings”.	 It	was	 then	 that	 I	 realized	 that	what	 I	was	 ‘looking’	 for,	namely	 the	Telangana	

patam	tradition,	is	today	known	as	Cheriyal	Paintings,	named	after	the	village	of	the	artists.	

																																																													
24	 In	 terms	 of	 proficiency,	 my	 Hindi	 ranks	 second	 after	 English;	 then	 comes	 Bengali.	 These	 are	 the	 three	
languages	that	I	know.		
	
25	Most	male	members	of	the	naqqash	community	used	‘Nakash’	as	a	suffix	to	their	names.		
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Vaikuntam’s	 cell-phone	 number	 is	 nicely	 lodged	 within	 the	 top	 introductory	 note	 which	

appears	on	every	page	of	the	blog.	

		

On	 surfing	 the	 blog,	 I	 came	 across	 only	 one	 photograph	 where	 Vaikuntam,	 quoted	 as	

‘Master	Crafts	Men’	(sic),	is	shown	painting	a	‘scroll’	(from	the	way	a	part	of	the	canvas	was	

rolled-up).	The	rest	were	images	of	square	or	rectangular	canvases	depicting	singular	scenes	

as	their	titles	also	suggested:	‘King	on	Elephant’,	 ‘Village	Ladies’,	 ‘Farmer’,	 ‘Village	life’	and	

‘Lord	 Balaji’.	 These	were	 the	more	 familiar	 images	 one	 encounters	 in	 terms	 of	 style	 and	

subject	matter	at	several	government	and	private-owned	craft	emporiums.		

	

	
The	opening	page	of	Vaikuntam’s	blog	

	
One	instance	of	Cheriyal	Painting	up	on	Vaikuntam’s	blog	
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Such	kind	of	access	to	the	“ethnographic	subject”	is	hardly	new,	as	with	the	proliferation	of	

digital	 technology	 cultural	 groups	 are	 increasingly	 investing	 in	 forms	 of																																																

self-commodification.	As	ethnographic	film-maker	John	Jackson	Jr.	has	pointed	out,		

	

The	 digital	 might	 still	 be	 good	 to	 think	 with.	 If	 nothing	 else,	 it	 requires	

recognition	 of	 the	 fact	 that	 ethnographic	 “subjects”	 are	 already	 (quite	

authoritatively!)	writing,	 filming	and	observing	 themselves	 (and	us)—and	

that	that	might	 just	be	(ironically	enough)	what	saves	the	discipline	from	

what	others	prophesy	as	its	pending	irrelevance	(Jackson	Jr.	2012:	495)		

	

My	first	interaction	with	Vaikuntam	took	place	over	a	phone	conversation	which	I	had	from	

my	home	in	Kolkata.	Much	to	my	relief,	Vaikuntam	seemed	thorough	in	Hindi.26	This	in	my	

mind	was	the	first	‘good	to	go’	card	before	I	physically	ventured	into	fieldwork.	I	remember	

the	 information	 I	offered	about	myself	over	 this	 telephonic	 conversation	was	as	 vague	as	

“PhD	 student	 studying	 in	 New	 Zealand,	 and	 wanting	 to	 conduct	 research	 on	 the	 craft	 of	

scroll	 painting”;	 but	 much	 to	 my	 pleasure	 I	 was	 given	 an	 almost	 too-good-to-believe	

response,	“Visit	me	in	November.	I	shall	have	time	then.”	

	

I	met	Vaikuntam	for	the	first	time	in	November	2012	in	his	house	in	Cheriyal,27	which	is	also	

a	mandal	 (sub-district)	 of	Warangal	 district.	 Vaikuntam’s	 house	 is	 known	 to	 most	 in	 the	

area,	which	is	also	how	I	found	my	way.	As	I	approached	the	house,	on	one	of	the	walls	side	

was	painted	 a	 figure	 in	 ‘Cheriyal	 style’,	 followed	by	“D.	VAIKUNTHAM	NAKASH.	CHERIYAL	

SCROLL-PAINTER.	NATIONAL	MERIT	AWARD	WINNER”,	ending	with	his	cell-phone	number.	

	

																																																													
26	 Historically	 the	 state	 of	 Hyderabad,	which	was	 governed	 by	 the	Nizams,	 comprised	 parts	 of	modern	 day	
Andhra	 Pradesh,	 Karnataka	 and	Maharashtra.	 As	 a	 result,	 Urdu,	 which	 is	 very	 similar	 to	 Hindi	 in	 terms	 of	
speaking,	 emerged	 and	 continued	 to	 become	 a	 popular	 language.	 I	must	 add	 that	 if	 Vaikuntam	was	 not	 as	
proficient	as	he	was	in	Hindi,	I	would	have	made	a	very	different	ethnography.	
	
27	The	house	in	Cheriyal	was	where	Vaikuntam’s	father	had	moved	to	in	the	1940s.	Though	Vaikuntam	and	his	
family	moved	to	the	suburbs	of	Hyderabad	in	November	2013,	they	still	have	strong	ties	with	Cheriyal	and	the	
house.	I	shall	expound	more	upon	this	in	the	chapters	to	come.	
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A	signboard	in	Telugu	at	the	entrance	of	the	lane	leading	to	the	Danalakota	household	

	

My	 arrival	 in	 Cheriyal	 and	 at	 the	 door-step	 of	 Vaikuntam’s	 house	 two	 years	 after	 I	 first	

‘textually	 encountered’	 him,	 the	 place	 and	 the	 practice	 reminded	 me	 of	 the	 Renato	

Rosaldo’s	 satiric	Lone	Ethnographer	who	“produces	his	ethnography	as	a	 result	of	a	quest	

that	seems	to	be	self-defined…	not	the	result	of	any	set	of	social	or	historical	circumstances”	

(Horner	2004:	15).	For	as	I	touched	upon	previously,	intrinsic	to	my	ethnographic	narrative	

are	the	social	and	material	conditions	that	generated	my	presence	in	the	field,	what	Horner	

calls	 “materiality	 of	 ethnographic	 work”	 (Horner	 2004:	 15)	 –	 namely	my	 positioning	 as	 a	

researcher	 and	 the	 positioning	 of	 my	 own	 research,	 the	 academic	 department	 with	 its	

infrastructural	support,	the	University	of	Canterbury	Doctoral	Scholarship	which	bore	all	my	

fieldwork	expenses.	
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IV. THE	DANALAKOTA	STUDIO	

	

Vaikuntam’s	home	was	part	of	a	complex	that	was	once	a	joint	household	with	Vaikuntam’s	

father	 Danalakota	 Venkataramiah	 Naqqash,	 a	 reputed	 naqqashi	 artist,	 as	 the	 patriarch.	

Vaikuntam	 is	 one	 of	 seven	 siblings.	 Of	 them	 it	 was	 only	 Vaikuntam	 and	 Chandraiah	

(deceased)	who	 continued	 the	 practice	 after	 the	 demise	 of	 their	 father.	 It	was	 only	 after	

Vaikuntam	 and	 Chandraiah	married	 and	 had	 their	 respective	 families	 that	 the	 household	

was	divided	into	individual	units.	When	I	first	visited	Cheriyal	four	families	were	living	there	

–	Vaikuntam’s	and	the	 families	of	Chandraiah’s	 three	sons,	Nageshwar,	Pawan	Kumar	and	

Venkatraman.	Each	of	 the	 families	 focused	on	 the	craft	 for	 its	 livelihood,	and	each	of	 the	

homes	also	hosted	a	studio	within	it	or	adjoining	it.		

	

A	man	of	53,	Vaikuntam,	at	 the	 time	of	our	 first	meeting,	was	working	on	a	consignment	

which	he	had	got	from	a	corporate	client	in	Karnataka	–	to	paint	200	gift	boxes,	which	had	

to	 be	 dispatched	 within	 the	 next	 three	 weeks.	 The	 space	 in	 which	 I	 first	 encountered	

Vaikuntam,	and	which	would	become	the	physical	space	where	my	ethnography	was	going	

to	take	shape,	was	his	studio,	a	rented	space,	adjacent	to	his	house.	This	was	a	rectangular	

room	approximately	15	feet	long,	6	feet	wide	and	8	feet	high.	Historically,	craft	labour	has	

been	 tied	 to	 familial	 relations	 and	 division	 of	 labour	 within	 the	 home-space,	 while	 its	

involvement	 in	 formal	 structures	 of	 apprenticeship	 situated	 work	 in	 the	 karkhaana	 or	

workshop	(Roy	1999,	Eyferth	2010).	This	home-as-workspace	today	emerges	as	an	aspect	of	

flexible	economies	under	post-Fordist	relations	of	production,	which	has	come	to	influence	

the	 circumstances	 and	 compositions	 of	 artisan	 households	 (Wood	 2000;	 Olesen	 2009).	

Vaikuntam	was	however	required	to	rent	this	studio	space	for	his	work,	owing	to	the	size	of	

his	 own	 house	 after	 the	 household	 property	was	 divided.	 Vaikuntam	 has	 two	 sons	 –	 the	

elder	is	Rakesh,	and	the	younger	is	Vinay,	who	at	the	time	of	my	fieldwork	was	pursuing	a	

Bachelors	 in	 Fine	 Arts	 from	 Jawaharlal	 Nehru	 Architecture	 and	 Fine	 Art	 University,	

Hyderabad.	Nageshwar	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 conducted	 his	 practice	within	 the	 space	 of	 his	

home.	The	way	 in	which	narratives	of	the	household	become	integral	to	the	practice	shall	

be	discussed	in	detail.			
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On	 any	 average	 day,	 if	 one	 visits	 Vaikuntam’s	 studio	 one	 would	 usually	 find	 him	 seated	

behind	a	wooden	table,	slanted,	with	the	descending	side	leaning	towards	him.	The	legs	of	

the	 table,	 while	 rounded	 and	 short,	 were	 extended	 by	 iron	 rods;	 one	 could	 tell	 this	

modification	 was	 introduced	 to	 enable	 someone	 to	 sit	 on	 a	 chair	 whilst	 working	 on	 the	

table.	The	entrance	 into	this	space	was	through	a	narrow	doorway,	 the	ground	outside	of	

which	bore	the	everyday	ritual	design	called	kolam	made	by	women	of	the	household.		The	

studio	was	a	long	rectangular	room	flanked	by	discoloured	walls	and	a	mud-tiled	roof;	the	

area	in	font	of	Vaikuntam,	roughly	three	feet,	was	meant	for	visitors	to	sit.			

	

	

	

The	 wall	 in	 front	 of	 Vaikuntam	 was	 crowded	 with	 calendars	 from	 different	 years,	 but	

retained	 because	 they	 bore	 images	 of	 deities.	 Above	 the	 calendars	 were	 his	 Award	

Certificates,	 photographs	 of	 him	 receiving	 them,	 and	 the	 paintings	 for	which	 he	 received	

these	awards	–	all	within	wooden	frames.			

	

Besides	 Vaikuntam	 and	 his	 table	 was	 a	 smaller	 table	 and	 a	 shelf	 cramped	 with	 small	

cylindrical	 containers	 which	 had	 colour	 in	 them;	 brushes	 of	 different	 sizes	 and	 thickness	

would	usually	be	kept	above	these	containers.	Patches	of	colour	had	permanently	stained	

the	 containers,	 the	 wood	 and	 the	 wall	 around	 this	 area;	 sometimes	 the	 bristles	 of	 the	

brushes	would	dry	with	hue	of	the	last	shade	of	colour	they	were	dipped	into.	

	

	



31	
	

	
Wall	in	front	of	Vaikuntam	drawing	table	

	

	

	
The	colour-corner,	next	to	Vaikuntam’s	table	
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Beyond	 this	 zone	 was	 the	 other	 half	 of	 the	 studio,	 which	 comprised	 of	 an	 old	 sewing	

machine,	Vaikuntam’s	cycle,	and	an	aluminium	cupboard	which	was	stocked	with	samples	

of	 Vaikuntam’s	 work,	 newspaper	 articles	 related	 to	 him	 and	 the	 craft,	 and	 his	 many	

certificates	 of	 participation	 in	 craft	 exhibitions	 and	 demonstrations	 around	 the	 world.	

Beyond	the	cupboard	and	its	adjoining	space	was	a	store-room,	a	place	I	never	happened	to	

enter,	which	housed	Vaikuntam’s	unfinished	and	 incomplete	works,	some	of	his	old	tools,	

packets	of	powder	colours	which	needed	to	be	prepared,	old	pots	and	pans	and	other	items	

which	the	family	had	ceased	to	use.			

	

The	studio	then	emerges	as	a	space	where	the	maker	and	her	materials	are	related	to	one	

another	in	very	situated	and	material	ways.	Things	that	are	needed	at	hand	and	frequently	

are	kept	close,	like	Vaikuntam’s	colours	and	brushes;	unfinished	objects	wait	in	queue	at	a	

distance	to	be	handed	to	the	artist	to	be	completed;	objects	are	being	turned,	scrutinized,	

developed	 or	 destroyed;	 the	 hand	 is	 constantly	 tracing,	 feeling,	 holding,	 stabilizing	 or	

halting;	individuals	work,	collaborate,	discuss,	criticize,	gossip	and	joke.	

								

However	I	would	like	to	clarify	here	that	when	I	use	the	term	‘studio’	to	refer	to	the	physical	

space	where	Vaikuntam	conducted	his	craft,	I	intend	to	wrest	it	from	that	privileged	domain	

that	is	decidedly	non-domestic	and	from	modernism’s	romantic	idea	of	it	being	a	space	that	

is	nurtured	by	the	personality	of	an	 individual	genius,	depicting	the	mind	at	work,	not	the	

hands.28	I	refer	to	the	studio	in	the	way	Caroline	Jones	talks	about	it	“as	an	instrument…	but	

primarily	a	‘practiced	place’”	(Jones	2010:	290).	Jones	analyses	the	studio	as	a	space	that	is	

no	 longer	 the	site	of	artistic	enterprise,	but	one	that	 is	composed	of	multiple	experiences	

and	practices	 that	 are	 not	 essentialized	 into	 any	 cultural	 ‘type’	 owing	 to	 a	 preoccupation	

with	linearity	(Jones	2010).	While	describing	this	‘practiced	space’	during	her	ethnography,	

Thangavelu	best	illustrates	and	captures	the	non-linearity	which	characterizes	Vaikuntam’s	

studio.	She	writes,		

	

																																																													
28	See	Michael	Foucault	1999;	Rosemary	Coombe	1998,	Michelle	Grabner	2010	
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Far	from	being	secluded	and	removed	from	surrounding	affairs,	the	studio	

often	serves	as	a	temporary	halt	for	people	on	the	street	to	stop	and	chat	

about	 the	 local	 goings-on.	 It	 is	 also	 a	 veritable	 thoroughfare	 for	 children	

(and	their	friends)	as	they	saunter	in	and	out	from	school,	and	from	in	and	

out	of	petty	 squabbles.	The	 list	 could	go	on,	but	 I	use	 these	details	here	

only	as	instances	of	my	awareness	of	the	ways	in	which	daily	rhythms	and	

routines	 would	 become	 registered	 on	 the	 objects	 in	 the	 artists’	 home.	

There	 was	 nothing	 forced	 or	 unnatural	 or	 out-of-the-ordinary	 in	 any	 of	

these	transformations,	and	they	are	important	here	only	in	so	far	as	they	

make	 evident	 that	 notwithstanding	 issues	 of	 artistic	 production,	 there	 is	

very	 little	 to	 distinguish	 an	 artist's	 studio	 from	 other	 village	 homes	 and	

domestic	spaces	(Thangavelu	1998:	18-19).	

	

	

V. “WHAT	IS	IT	EXACTLY	THAT	YOU	HAVE	COME	TO	DO	HERE?”	

	

The	work	on	the	200	gift	boxes	was	divided	between	Vaikuntam	and	his	wife,	Vanaja,	who	

also	belonged	to	the	naqqash	community.	Vaikuntam	was	reproducing	floral	prints	on	the	

lids	of	the	boxes,	which	created	an	impression	that	was	peculiar	of	Far	East	bric-a-brac.	On	

enquiring	 about	 the	 design,	 I	 was	 informed	 that	 the	 client	 had	 e-mailed	 the	 design	 to	

Vaikuntam,	 who	 then	 was	 replicating	 from	 a	 print-out.	 The	 boxes	 were	 meant	 to	 be	

distributed	as	 corporate	 gifts	 at	 some	 felicitation	event	 in	Hyderabad.	However	while	 the	

look	 of	 the	 front	 cover-lid	 was	 ‘virtually’	 dictated	 to	 Vaikuntam,	 he	 had	 the	 liberty	 to	

introduce	his	own	style	 to	embellish	the	sides	of	 the	boxes.	For	 this	he	chose,	what	 I	was	

told,	traditional	‘Telangana	style’	floral	patterns.				

	

After	 initial	 introductions,	which	comprised	of	enquires	from	Vaikuntam	and	Vanaja	about	

my	family	back	in	Kolkata,	my	“qualifications”,	my	living	arrangements,29	my	eating	habits,	it	

was	 Vaikuntam	who	 popped	 the	 question	which	 encapsulates	 all	 the	 anxieties	which	 the	

discipline	of	anthropology	has	been	grappling	with	since	the	umbilical	cord	with	its	colonial	
																																																													
29	During	the	time	Vaikuntam	was	based	in	Cheriyal,	I	was	living	in	a	guest	house	in	the	closest	town,	Jangaon,	
30km	away	from	Cheriyal.		
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legacy	was	cut.	He	asked,	“What	is	it	exactly	that	you	have	come	to	do	here?	I	understand	

that	 you	 have	 come	 to	 conduct	 research.	 How	will	my	 paintings	 figure	 in	 your	 research?	

What	exactly	is	the	nature	of	your	research?”	

	
Vanaja	

	

While	 George	 Marcus’	 conception	 about	 ‘baroque	 ethnography’	 –	 incorporating	 the	

reception	 of	 the	 engaged	 reflexive	 subject,	 who	 herself	 is	 embedded	 within	 multi-sited	

terrains	 of	 knowledge	 production	 –	 couldn’t	 be	 more	 true	 (Marcus	 2007),	 Vaikuntam’s	

question	immediately	unveiled	a	history	of	political	preludes	which	‘my	research’	was	only	a	

part	 of.	 This	 was	 the	 figure	 of	 the	 Craftsman	 and	 the	 location	 of	 Craft.	 I	 allude	 to	 the	

Craftsman	as	a	‘figure’	and	Craft	as	a	‘location’	owing	to	the	way	in	which	their	definitions	

have	been	sites	for	resolving	historical	tensions	emerging	from	capitalism	and	colonialism.	

		

Paul	Greenhalgh	in	The	Culture	of	Craft	discusses	the	way	in	which	the	term	‘craft’,	emerged	

in	 nineteenth	 century	 Britain	within	 a	 political	 climate	 of	 the	 Arts	 and	 Crafts	Movement,	

pioneered	 by	 figures	 like	 William	 Morris	 and	 John	 Ruskin,	 which	 was	 committed	 to	

empowering	 the	 labour	 against	 the	 onslaughts	 of	 the	 Industrial	 Revolution	 (Greenhalgh	
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1997).	 The	 objective	 of	 the	 Arts	 and	 Crafts	 Movement,	 according	 to	 Greenhalgh,	 was	

directed	at	three	distinct	concerns.	He	writes,		

	

The	 crafts	 were	 to	 be	 a	 politicized	 form	 of	 work	 which	 produced	 art	

objects	 to	 decorate	 society.	 The	 vernacular	was	 the	model,	 un-alienated	

work	was	the	means	and	art	was	the	goal	(Greenhalgh	1997:	35).	

	

It	 was	 a	 certain	 reading	 of	 these	 three	 concerns	 –	 vernacular,	 as	 the	 Indian	 village;																																		

un-alienated	work,	as	traditional	and	pre-industrial	work,	and	art,	as	 the	decorative	arts	–	

that	colonization	 inherited	 in	 its	attitude	towards	the	artisanal	products	of	 India.	This	was	

epitomized	during	the	Great	Exhibition	of	1851	in	London,	where	Indian	craftsmanship	had	

outshined	 the	waning	 skill	 of	 English	artisans.	But	 followed	by	 the	 influx	of	 English	artists	

and	designs	into	colonies	like	India,	owing	to	competition	from	Italian	artists	in	Britain,	and	

the	 popularity	 of	 lithographs	 and	 the	 printing	 press,	 Indian	 craftsmanship	 soon	 began	 to	

witness	 its	 demise,	 since	 European	 art	 and	 design	 became	 the	 preferred	 choice	 of	 urban	

elites	during	the	late	nineteenth	century	(Mitter	1994).	In	a	bid	to	prevent	the	complete	loss	

of	aesthetic	quality	amongst	 Indian	artisans,	 the	British	policy	 in	 India	geared	towards	the	

establishment	of	art	schools	in	India	“to	confer	the	material	and	moral	benefits	of	practical	

knowledge	on	Indian	subjects”	(Mitter	1994:	29).		

	

But	 it	 was	 this	 attitude	 –	 namely	 the	 Victorianization	 of	 Indian	 aesthetics	 –	 that	 colonial	

administrators	 like	George	Birdwood	and	E	B	Havell	opposed,	and	they	proselytized	that	a	

loss	of	Indian	aesthetics	amounted	to	a	loss	of	Indian	identity	(Mitter	1994).30	While	colonial	

defenders	 of	 Indian	 craftsmanship	 pointed	 out	 to	 the	 salience	 of	 ‘tradition’,	 Indian	

orientalists	of	 the	 time,	 like	Anand	Coomaraswamy	highlighted	 the	 ‘mysterious’	quality	of	

the	village	craftsman,	who	saw	his	practice	as	a	‘spiritual	calling’	as	opposed	to	the	material	

concerns	of	the	individual	Western	artist.	It	was	these	two	strands	which	then	combined	to	
																																																													
30	Mitter	cliams	that	the	the	governemnt	failed	to	see	the	difference	in	situations	in	India	and	Britain	–	while	

artists	 in	 Britain	 were	 facing	 a	 technological	 crisis,	 artisans	 in	 India	 were	 facing	 an	 economic	 crisis;	 their	

commerce	 was	 being	 hampered	 with	 the	 influx	 of	 British	 mass-produced	 goods	 (Mitter	 1994).	 Also	 see	

Adamson	2013;	Mathur	2000.	
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become	 the	 mainstay	 of	 twentieth	 century	 nationalism	 in	 India,	 which	 was	 building	 its	

rhetoric	through	the	disappearing	rural	community,	home	to	the	craftsman	and	that	ancient	

civilization	called	India	(Mitter	1994).				

	

The	 ‘craft’	 and	 ‘craftsperson’	 then	 have	 historically	 been	 at	 the	 helm	 of	 South	 Asia’s	

historical	 and	 cultural	 politics.	 From	 a	 “long	 standing	 anti-modern	 quest	 for	 authentic	

experience”	 to	 the	“phantoms	of	 romantic	nationalism”	 to	 concerns	about	“contemporary	

environmentalism’s	 ecological	 paradigm”	 (Chiarappa	 1997:	 402),	 the	 location	 of	 craft	 and	

the	 figure	 of	 the	 craftsman,	 as	Greenhalgh	 points	 out,	 refers	 to	 a	 terrain	 or	 constituency	

formed	out	of	 a	 linguistic	 practice	of	 naming	 and	 classifying	which	 arose	out	 of	 historical	

necessities	 (Greenhalgh	 1997).	 Thus	 referring	 to	 the	 growing	 awareness	 within	 cultural	

studies	 about	 the	 production	 of	 knowledge	 within	 colonial	 and	 post-colonial	 contexts,	

Aditya	Malik	notes:	

	

Because	 knowledge	 about	 others	 is	 constructed	 within	 culturally	 and	

historically	 specific	 epistemic	 frames,	we	no	 longer	have	direct	 access	 to	

the	“object”	of	our	research,	but	to	representations	of	it	(Malik	2005:	xii).	

	

Further	as	Marcus,	 through	 ‘baroque	ethnography’,	 and	Michael	 J	Chiarappa,	 through	 the	

‘vernacular	 sentiment’,	 have	 suggested,	 while	 the	 different	 paradigms	 –	 namely																					

anti-industrial,	nationalist	and	heritage	–	have	contributed	to	the	construction	of	craft	and	

craft	producers’	 identities,	the	 latter	have	been	equally	active	agents	 in	co-authoring	their	

locations	from	it.	As	Chiarappa	writes,	

	

These	craft	producers	are	aware,	on	one	level,	that	their	historical/cultural	

relevance	in	the	late	twentieth	century	is	in	part	defined,	constructed	and	

reinforced	 by	 the	 attention	 they	 receive	 from	 museums,	 heritage	

programmes,	 cultural	 organizations,	 scholarly	 research,	 the	 folk	 art 

market,	tourism,	and	various	strains	of	nostalgia	(Chiarappa	1997:	402).	

	

What	 Chiarappa	 suggests	 is	 that	 craftspeople	 within	 a	 neo-liberal	 market	 economy	 have	

inherited	this	history	of	negotiations	between	‘nostalgia’	and	the	space	it	creates	and	claims	
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within	the	discourse	of	‘otherness’,	namely	museumology,	anthropology	and	development.	

It	 is	 his	 consciousness	 vis-à-vis	 his	 location	 in	 terms	 of	 ‘historical/cultural	 relevance’	 that	

Vaikuntam	 exercises	 as	 his	 agency	 while	 steering	 what	 is	 to	 transpire	 during	 the	

ethnographic	encounter	(Marcus	2007).			

	

As	a	student	of	anthropology,	I	had	been	instructed	by	numerous	‘ethnographic	scripts’	to	

familiarize	myself	with	 the	different	 limiting	moments	of	 this	 enterprise;	 as	 a	 result	 I	 had	

contemplated	 this	 kind	 of	 enquiry	 on	 Vaikuntam’s	 part,	 and	 had	 a	 response	 rehearsed.	

Almost	 like	 a	 self-instructive	 exercise,	 I	 remember	meditating	 upon	 finding	 the	 right	 and	

accurate	way	of	expressing	to	Vaikuntam	 ‘the	nature	of	my	research’	–	that,	 in	the	light	of	

the	 secessionist	movement,	 I	was	 interested	 in	 looking	at	how	his	 craft	 and	 the	narrative	

practice	 associated	 with	 it	 were	 located	 within	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 distinct	 Telangana	

culture.	 I	 needed	 my	 response	 to	 be	 ‘right’	 because	 by	 no	 means	 did	 I	 want	 to	 give	

Vaikuntam	 the	 impression	 that,	 instead	 of	 his	 skill	 and	 everyday	 practice,	 it	 was	 his	

personal-political	opinion	on	the	creation	of	a	new	state	that	I	was	interested	in.	But	more	

importantly,	 I	 needed	 my	 response	 to	 be	 ‘accurate’	 because	 I	 feared	 I	 would	 be	 in	 fact	

destroying	 the	 very	 object	 of	 my	 investigation	 if	 I	 did	 not	 arise	 in	 Vaikuntam	 a	 mutual	

curiosity	and	anxiety	about	his	relationship	with	my	particular	field	of	research.	This	is	what	

Marcus	 refers	 to	 when	 he	 says	 that	 a	 critique	 of	 contemporary	 ethnography	 first	 and	

foremost	 lies	 in	 the	 “para-ethnographic	 functions”	 of	 the	 reflexive	 and	 receptive	 subjects	

(Marcus	2007:	1133).	It	was	the	levels	of	collaboration,	disengagement	and	complicity	which	

I	intended	to	scrutinize	as	a	methodological	principle	of	fieldwork	(Castandea	2004).	

	

But	truth	be	told,	it	is	Vaikuntam’s	question,	“what	exactly	is	the	nature	of	your	research?”,	

and	 not	 so	 much	 my	 response,	 that	 has	 come	 back	 to	 me	 during	 the	 ever-so	 frequent	

moments	of	existential	doubt	that	haunt	the	process	of	ethnography	and	its	writing!	

	

VI. WHAT	WAS	I	SUPPOSED	TO	DO?	

	

While	 living	with	 a	 community	 in	 Bedouin	 in	 Egypt	 Lila	 Abu-Lughod	 found	 asking	 herself,	

“What	anthropologists	were	supposed	to	do?”	(Abu-Lugodh	1986:	32).	For	her	it	was	making	
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a	 choice	 between	 covering	 a	 wider	 ethnographic	 ground	 in	 terms	 of	 respondents,	 or	 to	

engage	in	a	deep	ethnographic	engagement	with	the	singular	family	she	was	living	with.	For	

me	it	was	arriving	at	an	understanding	of	responsiveness	in	an	ethnographic	situation.	How	

does	an	ethnographer	‘know’	how	to	act	within	an	ethnographic	context?	Luke	Eric	Lassiter	

notes,		

	

In	 the	 observation	 of	 participation…	 ethnographers	 use	 their	 everyday	

social	 skills	 in	 simultaneously	 experiencing	 and	 observing	 their	 own	 and	

others'	interactions	within	various	settings	(Lassiter	2000:	607).	

	

I	 first	 visited	Vaikuntam	 in	Cheriyal	November	2012;	 the	 last	 time	 I	 visited	him	was	 in	his	

new	apartment	in	Hyderabad	in	March	2014.	In	the	middle,	I	cumulatively	spent	11	months	

visiting	him	regularly	at	his	studio,	which	was	only	adjacent	to	his	house.	Because	Cheriyal	

was	a	small	village	in	the	Warangal	district,	covering	roughly	46	square	kilometres,	with	no	

railway	station,	I	chose	to	live	in	a	guest-house	in	Jangaon,	a	small	town	30km	from	Cheriyal.	

What	 seems	 like	 a	 long	 commute	 would	 actually	 be	 covered	 within	 an	 hour	 given	 the	

minimal	traffic	en	route,	which	was	through	small	hamlets.		

	

While	Vaikuntam	was	living	in	Cheriyal,	I	used	to	visit	him	five	days	a	week,	barring	Thursday	

and	Sunday,	so	that	he	too	could	get	intermittent	breaks	from	me.	I	would	usually	arrive	at	

his	studio	by	10am	and	leave	by	3-3:30pm.	In	the	middle,	around	12:30-1pm	I	used	to	fetch	

lunch	at	an	eating	house	on	the	main	road	of	the	village,31	the	owner	and	workers	of	which	

soon	began	to	recognize	me	and	were	familiar	with	my	order.	Simple	and	minimal	Hindi	was	

sufficient	to	survive	everyday	life	both	in	Cheriyal	and	Jangaon.		I	began	visiting	Vaikuntam’s	

new	 home	 in	 Hyderabad	 in	 January	 2014;	 whilst	 in	 Hyderabad	 I	 had	 rented	 a	 service	

apartment	 till	March	2014,	 during	which	 I	would	 visit	 him	every	 alternate	day	during	 the	

week.	 This	was	 because,	 even	 though	 the	 distance	 between	our	 respective	 locations	was	

																																																													
31	 It	was	 during	my	 first	 visit	 to	Vaikuntam’s	 studio	 that	 just	 around	his	 time	 for	 a	 lunch	break,	which	was	
usually	around	1pm,	he	suggested	that	I	too	should	“go	and	have	lunch”.	I	was	waiting	for	this	lead	for	I	did	not	
know	what	was	appropriate.	But	 regular	cups	of	 tea	used	to	be	served	during	 the	day.	However	much	 later	
Vaikuntam	clarified	that	the	reason	he	could	not	invite	me	for	lunch	to	his	house	was	because	his	house	was	
too	small.	When	I	used	to	visit	Vaikuntam	in	his	house	in	Hyderabad,	lunch	used	to	be	offered.		
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only	 14km,	 it	 would	 take	 me	 approximately	 two	 hours	 to	 negotiate	 through	 congested	

localities	and	urban	concrete.		

	

Most	 of	 my	 interactions	 with	 Vaikuntam,	 Vanaja	 and	 other	 artists	 took	 place	 within	 the	

space	and	time	of	their	work	–	this	could	be	their	 living	room,	or	a	front-yard,	or	a	rented	

studio-space.	Considering	craft	spaces	as	‘theatres	of	authorship’,	Glenn	Adamson	analyses	

how	the	narrative	about	craft	objects	are	not	just	furnished	by	their	‘means	of	production’,	

but	 also	 by	 ‘the	 space	 in	 which	 they	 are	 made’	 (Adamson	 2007:	 14).	 Vaikuntam,	 as	

mentioned	previously,	usually	sat	behind	his	drawing	 table,	working	on	a	painting,	while	 I	

used	to	place	myself	 in	 front	of	him.	He	never	 let	my	presence	disrupt	his	 flow	of	work;	 I	

cannot	 take	 credit	 for	 that	 as	 his	 ability	 to	 carry	 on	 a	 conversation	 while	 working	 on	 a	

painting	was	only	the	product	of	his	skill.	While	working	with	craftspeople	 in	New	Jersey’s	

coastal	communities,	Chiarappa	observes,		

	

The	 opportunity	 to	 observe	 craft	 producers	 at	 work	 does	 not	 singularly	

convey	 the	historical	 and	 cultural	 power	of	 the	 region's	 vernacular	 craft.	

Rather,	 it	 is	 the	manner	 in	which	 the	 craft	producer	 combines	 the	visual	

presentations-the	 shop,	 its	 contents	 and	 the	 actual	 fabrication	 process-

with	narration.	The	importance	of	this	historical	and	cultural	commentary	

is	 perhaps	 best	 underscored	 by	 decoy	 carver	 James	 P.	 Hand	 who	

remarked,	'you	have	to	learn	to	carve	and	talk	at	the	same	time.'	By	taking	

people	 between	 their	 shops	 and	 the	 field,	 these	 craft	 producers	 enact	 a	

historically	evoking	or	historically	interpretative	experience	that	utilizes	all	

the	senses	–	auditory…	olfactory…	and	tactile	(Chiarappa	1997:	409).	

	

In	a	sense,	to	borrow	from	Fritz	Heinemann	the	‘world’	of	Vaikuntam’s	work	was	not	being	

created	 by	 but	 was	 rather	 unravelling	 within	 the	 narratives	 that	 Vaikuntam	 and	 I	 were	

exchanging	 (Heinemann	1950).	 This	Vaikuntam	made	 this	 very	 clear	 to	me	when	he	once	

said,	 “it	 is	 only	 because	 you	 are	 asking	 these	 questions	 that	 I	 am	 narrating	 all	 of	 this.	

Otherwise	there	is	no	one	who	usually	asks	these	sorts	of	things.”		
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I	choose	to	refer	the	exchanges	between	Vaikuntam	and	myself	as	narratives,	because	they	

were	born	of	the	‘memory’	of	the	event	(he	was	talking	about)	and	‘reflection’	at	the	time	of	

narrativizing.	 	 In	his	 study	of	 the	Devnarayan	phad	performance	 in	western	 India,32	Malik	

makes	two	claims,	which	I	would	like	to	borrow	here.	First,	narrativizing	is	contextual	to	the	

extent	 that	 what	 is	 said	 is	 shaped	 within	 and	 by	 an	 environment.	 Second,	 speaking	 is	

engendered	 by	 ‘listening’,	 which	 assumes	 ‘presence’	 of	 the	 other,	 in	 this	 case	 the	

‘ethnographer’.	Therefore	it	is	not	so	much	the	‘act	of	speaking’,	in	the	form	of	‘questions’,	

which	 elicits	 a	 response,	 but	 ‘presence’	 –	 my	 presence	 as	 the	 ethnographer	 –	 which	

generates	a	context	for	the	verbalization	of	thought.	‘You	are	here	and	asking,	which	is	why	I	

am	 telling’	 to	 just	 paraphrase	 what	 Vaikuntam	 said	 earlier;	 or	 as	 Tim	 Putman	 succinctly	

writes,	“In	a	workshop	it	is	the	moment	which	speaks	and	not	the	artist”	(Putman	1990:	41).	

	

However	 similar	 to	 the	way	 in	which	 the	 ‘world	of	Vaikuntam’s	work’	was	 springing	 forth	

through	 our	 conversations,	 I	 was	 also	 cognizant	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 his	 work	 was	 also	

creating	 an	 opening	 or	 clearing	 for	 my	 ethnography	 to	 happen	 (to	 employ	 Heidegger’s	

coinage).	As	mentioned	above,	Vaikuntam	used	to	respond	to	my	questions	or	engage	in	a	

discussion	with	me,	while	drawing	a	sketch	of	a	woman,	or	embellishing	the	loin	cloth	of	a	

king,	 or	 even	 rendering	 fine	 black	 lines	 to	 complete	 the	 contours	 of	 a	 god.	 It	was	 rather	

interesting	 to	 see	 that	 as	 the	 narrative	 on	 Vaikuntam’s	 canvas	 was	 unravelling,	 my	

ethnography	was	simultaneously	getting	unfolded.		

In	 a	 certain	 way	 then	 ethnography	 emerges	 within	 the	 exchange	 between	 thought	 and	

action;	 the	 world	 of	 materiality,	 namely	 the	 movement	 of	 Vaikuntam’s	 hands	 and	 the	

physical	act	of	painting,	was	setting	forth	the	world	of	language.	Expounding	on	the	concept	

of	‘work’	in	a	work	of	art,	Heidegger	writes,		

As	 a	 work,	 it	 belongs	 uniquely	 within	 the	 region	 it	 itself	 opens	 up.	 The	

artwork	opens	up,	 in	 its	 own	way,	 the	being	of	 beings.	 This	 opening	up,	

i.e.,	unconcealing,	i.e.,	the	truth	of	beings,	happens	in	the	work.		We	said	

																																																													
32	 Devnarayan	 is	 an	 ancient	 warrior	 from	 Rajasthan	 who	 is	 believed	 to	 have	 been	 an	 incarnation	 of	 Lord	
Vishnu,	 is	worshipped	 as	 a	 folk	 deity,	mostly	 in	 Rajasthan	 and	 north-western	Madhya	 Pradesh.	 Tales	 of	 his	
heroism,	like	in	the	case	of	the	Telangana	scrolls,	are	depicted	on	cloth	called	phad.	See	Malik	2005.	
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that	 in	 the	 work,	 the	 happening	 of	 truth	 is	 at	 work…	 Art	 is,	 then,	 a	

becoming	and	happening	of	truth	(Heidegger	2002:	20;	44)	

Moreover,	 it	 was	 the	 happening	 of	 work	 that	 framed	 and	 determined	 the	 happening	 of	

ethnography;	this	was	possible	primarily	owing	to	the	relation	Vaikuntam	has	with	his	level	

of	 skill.	 So	 embedded	 is	 the	 “‘internal	 logic’	 of	 a	 craft	 into	 the	 ‘fabric	 of	 (his)	 body	 and	

texture	of	(his)	mind”	(Ingold	2010:	69),	or	what	we	otherwise	call	‘fluency’,	that	Vaikuntam	

is	 able	 to	 be	 extremely	 receptive	 of	 the	 presence	 of	 and	 the	 activities	 in	 his	 physical	

surrounding.	 In	 fact	 it	 was	 the	 times	 when	 Vaikuntam	would	 vacate	 his	 seat	 behind	 the	

drawing	 table,	either	 to	 respond	 to	 some	chore	at	home,	or	 to	 fetch	 something	 from	the	

nearby	 cupboard	 that	 there	 would	 be	 a	 ‘break’	 in	 ethnography.	 It	 was	 therefore	 in	 the	

action	 of	 making	 and	 creating	 that	 my	 ethnography	 found	 a	 most	 comfortable	 and	

nurturing	space.		

Encountering	 artists	 ‘in	 studios’	 while	 doing	 ethnographic	 research	 on	 artistic	 practice	 in	

post-devolution	Wales,	William	Housley	writes,	

	

The	studio	itself	was	not	merely	a	passive	set	lying	in	the	background…	The	

interview	as	a	situated	activity	was	not	merely	confined	to	matters	relating	

to	 the	 particulars	 of	 conversational	 order	 or	 discursive	 machinery.	 The	

events	 and	 the	 context	 of	 place	 actively	 informed	 the	 character	 of	 our	

exchange…	 The	 multi-layered	 features	 of	 interaction	 are	 not	 always	

accommodated	 into	the	analysis	of	 interview	data.	However,	they	should	

at	least	inform	the	ethnographic	and	thick	description	of	places	where	art	

is	made.	To	make	sense	of	such	an	occasion	(the	studio)	was	also	to	come	

to	terms	with	both	the	beauty	and	the	energy	of	 the	artefacts	 that	were	

intimately	 available	 for	 both	 inspection	 and	 discussion	 with	 the	 artist….	

The	objects	 in	 the	 studio	provided	an	opportunity	 to	discuss	paintings	 in	

progress,	 completed	 works	 and	 issues	 concerned	 with	 style	 and	 taste	

(Housley,	working	paper:	7-9).		

	

Returning	 to	 the	 question	 “What	 anthropologists	 were	 supposed	 to	 do?”,	 Abu-Lugodh’s	

question	then	refers	to	the	way	 in	which	the	ethnographer	responds	to	the	multiplicity	of	
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texts	 that	 emerge	 in	 the	 fieldwork	 situation,	 or	 what	 Sennett	 in	 his	 seminal	 work	 The	

Craftsman	 refers	 to	as	 the	“skill	of	anticipation”	which	a	 craftsperson	has	 to	be	equipped	

with	so	that	every	repetition	of	her	hand	movement	metamorphasizes	the	object	(Sennett	

2008:	 177).	 Emergence	 in	 fact	 is	 one	 of	 the	 more	 critical	 motions	 that	 fieldwork	 goes	

through	given	the	diversity	of	realities	the	ethnographer	encounters	in	the	everyday	life	of	

fieldwork.	 According	 to	 Wardle	 and	 Blasco,	 what	 prevents	 textual	 ethnography	 from	

engaging	 in	different	kinds	of	contextualization	and	analysis,	which	the	fieldwork	situation	

provides,	is	the	tendency	for	“ethnographers…	to	apply	a	relatively	limited	set	of	questions	

and	 concepts	 to	 their	 material	 –	 questions	 and	 concepts	 that	 have	 emerged	 during	 the	

development	 of	 the	 discipline	 and	 which	 have	 enduring	 significance”	 (Wardle	 and	 Blasco	

2011:	120).			

	

I	dived	into	my	doctoral	programme	with	the	intention	to	construct	a	craft	practice	and	the	

identity	of	 its	practitioners	as	 sites	 for	 claiming	 regional	 autonomy.	 	However	 the	 techne,	

which	 developed	 over	 the	 course	 of	 my	 fieldwork,	 namely	 engaging	 with	 the	 different	

material	and	discursive	sites	within	which	the	everyday	life	of	the	practice	is	located,	soon	

emerged	as	the	story.	Thus	when	I	refer	to	the	making	of	ethnography	within	the	practiced-

space	 of	 Vaikuntam’s	 work,	 I	 also	 imply	 the	 way	 in	 which	 my	 ethnography	 was	 being	

metamorphasized	through	the	repeated	motion	of	that	human	activity,	Ethnography.			

	

When	 viewed	 from	 this	 perspective,	 one	 could	 explore	 further	 what	 Marcus	 suggests	

through	 his	 conception	 of	 ‘baroque	 ethnography’.	 Ethnography	 emerges	 within	 the	 very	

movement	of	what	 it	constructs	as	 its	subject-matter,	namely	Culture,	which	post-colonial	

and	post-structural	anthropology	have	suggested	does	not	exist	as	an	ubiquitous	composite	

of	 meanings	 and	 practices	 located	 in	 an	 individual	 or	 in	 a	 practice,	 but	 as	 a	 potentiality	

(Hage	 2009).	 And	 this	 is	 what	 distinguishes	 an	 ethnographic	 enquiry	 from	 other	 modes	

within	 the	 social	 sciences	–	 it	develops	and	 takes	 forms	while	 it	 is	motion;	namely,	 it	 too	

exists	as	a	potentiality.	To	recall,	when	I	quote	C	W	Mills’	declaration,	“Let	every	man	be	his	

own	methodologist;	let	every	man	be	his	own	theorist”,	I	do	not	imply	that	the	voice	of	the	

ethnographer	 and	 the	 inter-subjectivity	 of	 ethnography	 should	 discount	 the	 palpable	

tensions	 in	 livelihood	 and	 everyday	 negotiations	 with	 power	 structures	 which	 subjects	

undergo.	Instead	what	I	find	implicit	in	Wills’	claim	is	that	the	nature	of	diversity	within	each	
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ethnography	 is	 distinct	 –	 its	 own	 unique	 uncertainties	 and	 its	 own	 unique	 surprises	 –	

precisely	because	subjects	within	each	field	are	distinctly	and	differently	engaged	with	these	

tensions	 and	 negotiations.	 It	 is	 the	 cognizance	 of	 this	 relationship,	 which	 Marcus	 claims	

through	“messy	baroque	ethnography”,	 that	 reminds	 the	ethnographer	 to	not	develop	or	

craft	 her	 ethnography	 as	 an	 eventual	 form,	 but	 rather	 as	 an	 “aesthetics	 of	 discovery”	 in	

giving	an	account	of	emergent	forms	during	fieldwork	(Marcus	2007:	1138).		

	

As	 mentioned	 before,	 both	 my	 ethnography	 and	 the	 world	 of	 Vaikuntam’s	 ‘craft’	 were	

emerging	simultaneously	in	language	and	practice.		On	the	one	hand,	my	ethnography	was	

propelled	forward	by	what	I	saw	and	heard	within	the	material	environment	of	the	studio	–	

calendars	with	pictures	of	kul-devtaa	 (community	deity),33	pictures	of	Vaikuntam	receiving	

awards,	 government	 certificates,	 containers	 with	 different	 colours,	 brushes	 of	 different	

densities,	 the	cloth	canvas	which	he	 treats;	 the	way	his	hand	moved	over	 the	canvas,	 the	

way	he	held	his	brush,	the	colour	of	the	bodies	and	clothes	of	the	characters	he	sketches,	

the	ornamentation	he	would	give	to	each,	the	name	he	would	give	to	the	different	aspects	

of	the	process	of	making;	the	way	he	remembered	his	father	and	brother	who	taught	him	

the	 craft,	 the	 way	 he	 remembered	 little	 anecdotes	 about	 his	 father	 or	 some	 long-gone	

artist,	 the	 way	 he	 spoke	 about	 his	 family,	 the	 way	 he	 narrated	 the	 mythologies	 he	 was	

painting.	On	the	other,	 it	was	 through	these	narratives	 that	Vaikuntam	furnished	that	 the	

practice,	and	the	material	and	discursive	spaces	it	occupied	were	also	unravelling.	Objects,	

events,	 tools	 and	 vocabularies	 associated	 with	 this	 practice	 not	 only	 warranted	 their	

respective	 historical	 trajectories,	 but	 were	 also	 layered	 with	 affect	 owing	 to	 the	 way	 in	

which	Vaikuntam	talks	about	them.		

	

Clifford	 Geertz	 has	 critiqued	 the	 ‘western’	 oriented	 anthropologist	 for	 restricting	 their	

imagination	 about	 ‘art’	 to	 its	 formal	 properties,	 what	 he	 calls	 “technical	 talk	 about	 art”	

(Geertz	 1983:	 96).	 It	was	 this	 tendency	 that,	 Geertz	 believed,	made	 anthropologist	 of	 his	

time	to	wrongly	perceive	that	non-Western	artists	‘do	not	talk	about	art’;	that	they	simply	

paint,	sculpt,	weave,	or	perform,	without	being	reflective	of	their	experience.	This	of	course	

was	 opposed	 to	 “more	 developed	 cultures	 where	 art	 emerges	 as	 a	 differentiated	 activity	
																																																													
33			Kul-devtaa	refers	to	the	progenitor	of	a	community;	I	shall	discuss	the	kul-devtaa	of	the	naqqashi	
community	in	Telangana	in	the	last	chapter.	
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responsive	 mainly	 to	 its	 own	 necessities”	 (Geertz:	 1983:	 102).	 In	 turn	 Geertz	 claims	 that	

practitioners	of	art	present	their	discourse	on	their	material	world	in	many	other	spaces	and	

realms	other	 than	art	–	 in	 their	 religion,	 their	morality,	 their	 technology,	 their	 commerce,	

their	 politics,	 their	 law,	 their	 leisure,	 and	 certainly	 how	 they	 organize	 their	 everyday	 life	

(Geertz	1983).	He	writes,	

	

But,	 of	 course,	 they	 talk	 about	 it,	 as	 they	 talk	 about	 everything	 else	

striking…	that	passes	through	their	lives	–	about	how	it	is	used,	who	owns	

it,	 when	 it	 is	 performed	 or	 makes	 it,	 what	 role	 it	 plays	 in	 this	 of	 that	

activity,	what	 it	may	be	exchanged	for,	what	 is	call,	how	it	began,	and	so	

forth	and	so	on.	But	this	tends	to	be	seen	(by	western	anthropology)	not	

as	talk	about	art,	but	about	something	else	–	everyday	 life,	myths,	trade,	

or	whatever	(Geertz	1983:	97).	

	

It	 is	 on	 these	 semiotic	 lines	 that	 I	 intend	 to	 look	 at	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	

craftsperson’s	practice	and	her	consciousness	of	it.	Vaikuntam’s	relationship	to	his	material	

world	and	the	way	he	organizes	his	materials,	or	his	life	around	them,	may	generate	other	

ways	of	talking	about	the	social	structure	of	an	artisanal	community	or	aesthetic	canons	of	

the	 practice.	 In	 the	 words	 of	 Geertz,	 “they	 materialize	 a	 way	 of	 expereincing,	 bring	 a	

particular	cast	of	mind	out	into	the	world	of	objects,	where	men	can	look	at	it”	(Geertz	1983:	

99).				

	

VII. GURUJI	AND	THE	ASHRAM	

	

However,	while	the	artist	talks	about	a	craft,	 the	chronicler	crafts	a	way	of	 talking.	This	 is	

what	 inspired	me	to	add	to	my	ethnographic	experience	a	distinct	account	of	 the	cultural	

landscape	of	 Telangana.	 This	 account	 I	was	made	privy	 to	 through	 the	 figure	of	 Ravinder	

Sharma,	 more	 popularly	 known	 as	 ‘Guruji’,	 meaning	 a	 popular	 expert.	 It	 was	 during	 my	

association	 with	 the	 AHF	 that	 I	 was	 informed	 about	 ‘Guruji’,	 who	 I	 was	 told	 was	 an		

“indispensable	resource”	for	anyone	working	on	any	cultural	aspect	of	Telangana.			
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Guruji	 is	 the	 karta-dharta	 (for	 the	 loss	 an	 equivalent	 English	 word)	 or	 ‘doer’	 –	 the	 one	

responsible	for	the	inception	and	the	running,	someone	who	is	more	than	just	a	‘founder’	–	

of	Kala	Ashram	(a	place	of	retreat	for	the	arts),	an	indoor-outdoor	space	covering	two-acres	

of	land	located	in	the	Adilabad	district	of	Telangana,	roughly	280	kilometres	from	Cheriyal.	

Kala	Ashram	can	be	considered	a	repository	of	some	of	the	traditional-rural	technologies	of	

the	region,	housing	specimens	of	pottery,	metal	work	and	wood-carving.	

	

	
Guruji	on	an	early	morning	in	the	Ashram	

	

The	Ashram	was	first	set	up	in	1979,	and	since	then	has	expanded	through	contributions	in	

the	form	of	grants	or	donations	and	infrastructural	support	from	its	patrons.	These	includes	

local	level	magistrates,	academics,	media	personalities	and	related	organizations	around	the	
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country.	More	importantly,	the	Ashram	also	functions	as	a	space	for	hosting	workshops	for	

artisans	 of	 the	 region,	 community	 events	 such	 as	 local	 festivals,	 and	 is	 also	 a	 meeting	

ground	for	advocates	and	engineers	of	rural	development	in	the	region.	

	

	
The	central	hall	of	the	Ashram	

	

However	the	most	valuable	asset	which	the	Ashram	houses	 is	 in	fact	Guruji.	At	the	age	of	

60,	he	is	a	thriving	encyclopaedia	of	the	material	and	performative	culture	of	Adilabad.	His	

modus	 operandi	 is	 story-telling,	whereby	 any	 facet	 of	 rural	 life	 –	 political,	 economic,	 and	

aesthetic	 –	 is	 rendered	 through	 his	 eloquent	 style.	 His	 stories	 span	 time,	 generations,	

locations,	political	regimes	–	and	this	is	what	he	is	revered	for	and	endeared	by	those	who	

are	 familiar	with	 him.	Mostly	 clad	 in	 a	 vest	 and	 loongi	 (a	 kind	 of	 sarong),	 and	 smoking	 a	

beedi	 (unprocessed	 tobacco),	 Guruji	 sits	 you	 down	 and	 talks	 to	 you,	 and	 within	 that	

conversation	 he	 could	 take	 you	 from	 the	 technique	 of	 moulding	 clay,	 to	 the	 different	

dimensions	of	the	human	anatomy	prescribed	to	a	sculptor,	to	a	posture	of	a	dancer,	to	a	

mythology	 about	 a	 celestial	 nymph,	 to	 the	 dissemination	 of	 artisanal	 knowledge	 by	
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wandering	 bards	 of	 the	 region,	 to	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 colonial	 discourse	 on	 history	 and	

modernity.	Thus	Guruji’s	words	allow	his	listeners	to	dwell	upon	scenes	and	situations	which	

then	open	up	a	whole	range	of	questions	and	motivations.	It	was	this	reputation	that	drew	

me	to	Kala	Ashram	at	the	inception	of	my	fieldwork,	and	subsequently	a	number	of	times	

during	its	course.	

	

Born	and	bred	in	Adilabad,	Guruji	was	formally	trained	in	sculpture	from	School	of	Fine	Arts	

and	 Architecture,	 Hyderabad	 and	 Mayaji	 Sayajirao	 University	 (MSU),	 Baroda.	 His	 deep-

rooted	 knowledge	 about	 the	 region	 of	 Adilabad	 and	 its	 cultural	 practices	 came	 however	

from	his	 tutelage	under	his	mentor,	 the	 late	Yellappatata,	 a	naqqashi	 artist,	 under	whom	

Guruji	 trained	 in	 naqqashi	 art	 of	 painting	 and	 wood-work.	 It	 was	 while	 accompanying	

Yellappatata,	who	travelled	to	different	villages	within	Adilabad	on	commissioned	work,	and	

engaging	with	 other	 skilled	 communities,	 that	 Guruji	 developed	 a	 flair	 for	 articulating	 an	

inter-subjective	 experience	 between	 skill	 and	 society,	 artist	 and	 materials,	 objects	 and	

creation.	Over	his	lifetime	Guruji	had	not	only	assisted	Yellappatata	in	painting	different	jati	

scrolls,	but	being	Yellappatata’s	most	diligent	student,	was	commissioned	by	different	story-

telling	communities	of	Adilabad	to	craft	scrolls	and	dolls	after	the	master’s	demise.34					

	

Like	 Vaikuntam,	 for	 Guruji	 too,	 the	 presence	 of	 urban-educated	 youth	 at	 the	 Ashram	

pursuing	their	respective	PhDs	either	in	anthropology	or	art	history	or	development	studies	

was	not	a	rare	phenomenon.	He	however	bears	an	endearing	disdain	for	the	scholarly,	not	

because	 he	 expects	us	 to	 be	 ‘agents	 of	 change’,	 but	 because	 he	 feels	 that	 scholarship	 in	

India	continues	 to	be	 trapped	 in	a	Macaulayian	scheme.35	He	 insisted	 that	 Indian	scholars	

were	unsuccessful	in	learning	the	craft	of	‘documentation’	from	colonial	administration,	and	

committed	 a	 serious	 blunder	 of	 studying	 aspects	 of	 Indian	 society	without	 attempting	 to	

understand	 the	definitions	 from	within.	 Such	were	 the	 lessons	 in	methodology	 that	 I	was	

being	made	privy	to	in	this	obscure	town	of	(then)	Andhra	Pradesh.		

																																																													
34	This	was	also	owing	 to	 the	 fact	 that	most	naqqashi	 communities	 in	Adilabad	had	either	 relinquished	 the	
practice	as	a	whole,	or	did	not	find	it	prudent	to	invest	the	kind	of	time	and	energy	which	the	making	of	a	scroll	
requires.		
	
35	 Thomas	 Babington	 Macaulay	 (1800-1859)	 was	 a	 British	 historian,	 whose	 efforts	 in	 establishing	 an	
educational	system	in	India	based	on	the	British	model	led	to	the	English	Education	Act	1885,	which	privileged	
institutions	teaching	an	English	curriculum,	as	opposed	to	those	imparted	in	Hindi,	Sanskrit	and	Persian.	
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A	portrait	of	Yellappatata	at	the	Ashram,	painted	by	Guruji		

	

In	 his	 brilliant	 and	 palpable	 observation	 of	 the	 social	 imaginary	 of	 Afro-American	 and																	

Afro-Caribbean	 societies,	Richard	Price	encounters	Tooy,	a	 Saramakan	 religious	priest	and	

community	 leader,	 with	 whom	 Price	 explores	 the	 limits	 of	 ethnographer-informant	

relationship.	 Tooy	 is	 accredited	 by	 Price	 as	 a	 facilitator	 and	 collaborator	 in	 his	 quest	 to	

understand	 how	 Saramakan’s	 locate	 the	 place	 of	 Africa	 within	 their	 cosmologies.	 In	

presenting	 Tooy’s	 narratives,	 Price	 emphasizes	 that	 they	 important	 “not	 because	 they’re	

unique	or	because	they’re	typical	but	because	they’re	exemplary”	 (Price	2008:	 ix).	 In	some	

sense,	 this	 phrase	 from	 Price’s	 Prelude	 summarises	 the	 way	 in	 which	 I	 would	 like	 to	

contextualize	 my	 engagement	 with	 Guruji.	 As	 Price	 opens	 his	 book	 with	 the	

acknowledgment,	
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Clifford	 Geertz	 has	 called	 anthropologists	 “merchants	 of	 astonishment.”	

But	 for	me,	 it’s	 Tooy	who	plays	 that	 role.	 Some	 thirty-five	 years	 into	my	

research	with	Saramakas	I	met	him,	and	it	wasn’t	long	before	he	took	me	

through	the	looking	glass	and	down	the	rabbit	hole.	He	has	shared	with	me	

hidden	worlds	that,	for	him,	make	life	worth	living	and,	for	me,	continue	to	

amaze	and	fascinate	(Price	2008:	vii)	

	

In	his	1960	edited	tome	of	essays	In	the	Company	of	Man,	Joseph	Casagrande	dwells	upon	

the	personality	of	individuals	who	were	more	than	subjects	or	‘informants’	 in	the	field.	He	

writes,	 “one	 or	 a	 few	 individuals,	 by	 virtue	 of	 their	 special	 knowledge	 or	 skills	 or	 their	

authority	 or	 qualities	 of	 intellect	 and	 temperament,	 may	 become	 [the	 ethnographer's]	

particular	mentors	and	close	associates	(Casagrande	1960:	xi).	

	

As	much	as	I	was	inspired	by	the	potential	of	such	exchanges	with	Guruji,	my	concern	was	to	

best	nourish	myself	with	the	way	Guruji	was	able	to	streamline	his	academic,	aesthetic	and	

spiritual	 enquiries	 –	 which	 he	 arrived	 at	 by	 engaging	 with	 these	 practices	 from	within	 –	

without	 letting	 go	 of	 the	 realization	 that	 Guruji	 occupied	 a	 specific	 location	 within	 a	

particular	 history,	 i.e.,	 of	 late	 nineteenth	 and	 early	 twentieth	 century	 nationalist	 and	

scholarly	attempts	to	restore	the	status	of	the	Indian	village	where	the	craftsperson	and	her	

craft	were	attributed	with	utmost	moral	and	spiritual	superiority	as	opposed	to	the	decaying	

materialism	of	Western	abundance	that	was	eating	into	India’s	‘ancient	cultural	heritage’.36	

Proponents	 of	 this	 ‘orientalist’	 mode	 of	 nationalism,	 as	 mentioned	 before,	 included	 A	 K	

Coomaraswamy,	Abindranath	Tagore,	and	later	social	reformers	such	as	Pupul	Jayakar	and	

Kamaladevi	Chattapadhyay.37	This	 location	of	Guruji,	 in	fact,	only	makes	him	crucial	within	

this	 ethnography,	 because	more	 often	 than	 not	 he	 represents	 a	 cognitive	 appraisal	 of	 a	

																																																													
36	 I	 touch	 upon	 the	 construction	 of	 Indian	 arts	 and	 aesthetics	 as	 part	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	 nationalist	
project	at	different	points	in	this	ethnography.		
	
37	Abindranath	Tagore	was	an	Indian	artist	and	founder	of	the	Indian	Society	of	Oriental	Art	in	1907,	which	in	
turn	influenced	the	emergence	of	the	Bengal	School	of	Art;	Pupul	Jayakar	was	a	cultural	advocate,	known	for	
her	 efforts	 at	 reviving	 the	 Indian	 traditional	 arts.	 She	 founded	 the	National	 Crafts	Museum	 (1956)	 and	 the	
Indian	National	Trust	for	Art	and	Cultural	Heritage	(1984);	Kamaladevi	Chattapadhyay	was	an	important	figure	
in	 the	 Indian	 Independence	 movement,	 who	 spearheaded	 the	 revival	 of	 Indian	 handicrafts	 and	 the	 Indian	
cooperative	movement.	
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social	mechanism	 (the	 Indian	 village),	which	 is	 very	 distinct	 in	 tone	 and	 texture	 from	 the	

‘situated’	way	in	Vaikuntam’s	constructs	narratives	about	his	craft.		

	

During	the	course	of	this	ethnography,	Guruji’s	voice	shall	be	complementing	some	of	the	

narratives	 provided	 by	 Vaikuntam.	 This	 is	 also	 how	 I	 went	 about	my	 fieldwork,	 whereby	

both	 Guruji	 and	 Vaikuntam	 were	 privy	 to	 most	 of	 what	 transpired	 and	 was	 exchanged	

during	 my	 respective	 visits	 to	 Cheriyal	 and	 Adilabad.38	 And	 in	 fact	 this	 is	 also	 how	 this	

ethnography	 has	 been	 visualized,	 as	 a	 conversation	 –	 sometimes	 between	 individuals,	

sometimes	 between	 identities,	 sometime	 between	 objects,	 sometime	 between	 spaces,	

sometimes	between	narratives	–	where	accounts	may	not	always	be	definitive;	sometimes	

they	could	be	partial	and	incomplete.	This	essence	of	an	ethnography	as	a	conversation,	as	

has	 been	 discussed	 above,	 emerges	 from	 the	 way	 in	 which	 ‘culture’	 itself	 is	 constructed	

within	 and	 through	 linguistic	 practices	 of	 signifying,	 manifesting	 and	 differentiating	 (See	

Malik	 2016).	 Hence	 it	 is	 to	 remind	 us	 of	 the	 futility	 of	 ascribing	 towards	 an	 absolute	

‘description	of	culture’	that	Judith	Butler	writes,		

	

The	singular	body	to	which	a	narrative	refers	cannot	be	captured	by	a	full	

narration,	not	only	because	the	body	has	a	formative	history	that	remains	

irrecoverable	by	reflection,	but	because	primary	relations	are	formative	in	

ways	that	produce	a	necessary	opacity	 in	our	understanding	of	ourselves	

(Butler	2005:	21).	

	

By	being	attentive	to	the	‘dialogical	emergence	of	culture’	(to	borrow	from	Mannheim’s	and	

Tedlock’s	1995	title),	post-colonial	critique	of	ethnography	has	made	us	aware	of	analytical	

categories	that	emerge	within	locations	other	than	those	identified	by	and	drafted	into	the	

modernist	project.	The	task	then	 is	 to	 identify	these	 locations	–	not	as	coded	sites,	but	as	

itineraries	(Clifford	1997:	11)	–		to	explore	a	gamut	of	human	possibilities	and	liberate	them	

from	a	history	of	translations	in	our	pasts.			

	

	

																																																													
38	 Guruji	 and	 Vaikuntam	 had	 met	 each	 other	 only	 on	 one	 occasion	 a	 few	 years	 ago	 during	 a	 felicitation	
programme	at	Hyderabad.		
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VIII. WHERE	IS	CRAFT	LOCATED?	

	

To	 reiterate,	 what	 began	 as	 a	 study	 of	 the	 appropriation	 of	 an	 artistic	 practice	 and	 the	

identity	 of	 its	 practitioners	 as	 a	 site	 for	 the	 struggle	 over	 regional	 autonomy,	

metamorphasized	 into	 a	 dialogue	 with	 narratives	 about	 ways	 of	 identifying	 different	

locations	 of	 the	 craft	 practice.	 More	 specifically,	 over	 the	 course	 of	 this	 ethnography	 I	

intend	to	accompany	the	reader	through	the	way	in	which	memory	and	everyday	narratives	

of	the	craftsperson	construct	the	material	and	discursive	spaces	and	contexts	within	which	

the	craft	can	be	located.	This	dissertation	not	only	dwells	upon	the	way	in	which	the	social	

and	historical	biography	of	a	practice	emerges	through	conversations;	it	also	demonstrates	

how	these	conversations	emerge	within	relationships	between	the	artist,	her	practice	and	

its	different	locations.	

	

Earlier	 in	 this	 Introduction,	 I	briefly	discussed	 the	way	 in	which	 the	definition	of	 the	 term	

‘craftsperson’	 since	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 has	 been	 determined	 by	 social	 and	 historical	

necessities.	Thus	 the	 location	of	 craftsperson,	according	 to	Greenhalgh,	 lay	 in	practices	of	

classification	 (Greenhalgh	 1997)	 –	 first,	 the	 identity	 of	 craftsperson	 was	 asserted	 in	

opposition	 to	 the	 alienated	 industrial	 worker,	 or	 against	 the	 supposed	 intellectual	

superiority	and	sophistication	of	‘fine	artist’,	then	as	a	carrier	and	receptacle	of	a	sense	of	

traditional	 identity	 through	pedagogy	 and	 colonial	 curriculum	 in	 India,	 and	 then	 as	 figure	

representing	 an	 anti-colonial	 nationalism	 expressed	 through	 a	 civilizational	 and	 regional	

affinity	 (Mitter	 1994;	 Guha-Thakurta	 2004;	 McGowan	 2009).	 Post-independence,	 the	

‘craftsperson’,	especially	 in	South	Asia,	 in	 turn	moves	within	networks	created	by	concern	

for	 authenticity,	 ethical	 consumption	 and	 part	 ‘bourgeois	 environmentalism’	 (Baviskar	

2011).39		

	

																																																													
39Baviskar	understands	 ‘bourgeois	 environmentalism’	 as	“the	 (mainly)	middle	 class	 pursuit	 of	 order,	 hygiene	
and	safety,	and	ecological	conservation,	through	the	public	sphere…	For	them	environmentalism	is	a	mode	of	
expressing	 and	 addressing	 their	 anxieties	 about	 themselves	 in	 relation	 their	 habitat,	 that	 is	 their	 physical	
surroundings,	both	proximate	and	distant,	and	other	species.”	(Baviskar	2011:	392,	401).	
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There	thus	emerge	a	number	of	contexts	within	which	the	subjectivities	of	 the	Maker	are	

constructed.	 And	 it	 is	 the	 relationship	 which	 she	 has	 with	 the	 Craft	 from	 within	 these	

different	contexts	that	generates	the	possibility	of	those	many	crafts.	 	Borrowing	from	the	

way	in	which	Ramanujan	comprehends	the	continuity	and	diversity	within	the	inter-textual	

traditions	of	South	Asia,	it	is	within	and	through	the	dialogue	between	a	piece	of	work	and	

its	 reflection	 that	 something	 opens	 up,	which	 allows	not	 just	 that	 particular	 engagement,	

but	the	reflected	image,	to	be	very	different;	hence	a	scenario	“where	mirrors	are	windows”	

(Ramanujan	1989).	

	

This	dissertation	then	recognizes	that	the	practice	of	crafts	exists	within	multiple	locations;	

these	 locations	 are	 the	 contexts	 within	 which	 the	 subjectivities	 of	 the	 craftsperson	 are	

produced	–	as	a	producer	of	 ‘traditional	handicrafts’	 for	 the	market,	 as	a	 subject	of	 state	

patronage,	 as	 a	member	of	 a	practicing	 family	 and	household,	 as	 an	 agent	of	 skill	 and	of	

language	 through	 which	 it	 is	 articulated,	 and	 as	 an	 embodiment	 of	 a	 shared	 communal	

identity.	 No	 single	 authorial	 context	 or	 relationship	 or	 Craft	 emerges.	Within	 the	 way	 in	

which	the	practice	was	encountered	through	my	narratives	and	exchanges	with	Vaikuntam,	

what	gets	emphasized	is	that	the	practice	of	craft	is	not	contained	within	a	defined	object	of	

study	waiting	to	be	explored	by	the	anthropologist;	rather	it	emerges	within	and	through	a	

network	of	relationships	between	those	contexts	which	sustain	the	recognizable	aspect	of	

that	form	we	know	as	‘craft’.			In	the	Dialogic	Emergence	of	Culture,	Mannheim	and	Tedlock	

write,		

	

Cultural	 events	 are	 not	 the	 sum	 of	 the	 actions	 of	 their	 individual	

participants,	 each	of	whom	 imperfectly	 expresses	 a	pre-existent	pattern,	

but	 are	 the	 scenes	 where	 shared	 culture	 emerges	 from	 interaction	

(Mannheim	and	Tedlock	1995:	2).	

	

This	 ethnography	 too	 is	 structured	 around	 such	 ‘scenes’	where	 different	 constructions	 of	

the	craft	emerge	 from	 its	 interactions	with	 the	contexts	 it	occupies.	As	mentioned	above,	

some	 of	 these	 ‘scenes’	 which	 were	 created	 through	 Vaikuntam’s	 work	 and	 narratives	

include	 the	 commercial	 aspect	of	production	which	he	deems	are	 intrinsic	 and	 crucial	 for	

the	sustenance	of	the	craft;	the	inclusion	of	the	craft	within	the	agenda	of	the	nation-state	
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and	 its	 legal	 attempts	 to	 safeguard	 ‘traditional	 knowledge’;	 the	 household	 and	 familial	

relations	 within	 which	 the	 craft	 is	 embodied	 through	 collective	 practice,	 learning	 and	

gender;	 the	 physical	 process	 of	 making	 and	 doing	 which	 situates	 the	 craft	 in	 rules	 and	

language,	and	an	understanding	of	a	kind	of	history	through	which	the	artists	articulate	their	

own	 genealogy.	 It	 is	 this	 conceptual	 framework	 that	 guides	 the	 narrative	 of	 the	

ethnography,	which	graduates	from	describing	the	modernist	and	discursive	production	of	a	

craft	and	craftsperson,	to	tracing	the	linguistic	and	historical	composition	of	a	practice	and	

the	construction	of	self.		

	

Following	 a	 schema	 which	 Ramanujan	 perceives	 in	 Tamil	 poetry	 through	 the	 dualism	 of	

akam	(interior)	and	puram	(exterior),	this	dissertation	then	is	crafted	on	the	energy	that	is	

shared	between	these	two	positions	(Ramanujan	1989).	What	is	closed	as	a	description	of	a	

situated	and	external	‘craft’	could	be	seen	peeling	off	its	layers	or	moving	inwards	to	reveal	

an	 internal	 scape	of	possibilities	 through	which	 the	many	 locations	of	 the	practice	can	be	

imagined.	On	the	other	hand,	what	is	exposed	as	the	internal	and	linguistic	composition	of	

the	 practice	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 moving	 outwards	 confronting	 histories	 that	 provide	 the	

grounds	on	which	a	 ‘craft’	 is	constructed.	 In	other	words,	 this	dissertation	will	move	from	

historicizing	a	craft	‘product’,	which	is	constructed	through	discourses	of	the	market	and	of	

the	nation-state,	to	situating	an	embodied	‘practice’	that	emerges	through	inter-subjective	

experiences	of	kinship,	making,	and	collective	memory.		

	

The	first	chapter	expounds	on	that	moment	which	constituted	my	first	encounter	with	my	

site	of	fieldwork	–	the	commercial	production	of	a	practice.		The	craft	for	Vaikuntam	then	is	

located	as	an	occupation,	whereby	it	constitutes	the	sustenance	of	his	household	and	work.	

This	chapter	explores	the	way	in	which	the	experience	of	the	craft	is	not	separate	from	the	

practices	 of	 visibility	 and	 performances	 of	 tradition	 through	which	 the	 artists	 sustain	 the	

craft’s	 presence	 within	 the	 urban	market.	 It	 is	 also	 within	 this	 location	 of	 the	 craft	 that	

artists	engage	 in	 conversations	with	 their	 skill.	 They	 talk	about	 their	 alienation	 from	 their	

skill	caused	by	reproducing	similar	kind	of	emporium	work;	but	they	also	talk	about	ways	in	

which	 they	 reclaim	 their	 desire	 for	 skill	 –	 through	 encounters	 with	 new	 material,	

technologies	 and	 formats,	 and	 through	 practices	 with	 which	 they	 construct	 their	 own	

representations	of	the	market,	namely	their	search	for	“the	right	customer”.	
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The	 focal	 point	 of	 the	 second	 chapter	 will	 be	 to	 identify	 the	 location	 of	 the	 craft	 as	 it	

emerges	within	the	way	in	which	the	artists	read	meaning	into	practices	of	the	nation-state.	

Specifically,	 this	 chapter	 will	 look	 at	 the	 ambiguities	 that	 are	 revealed	 in	 the	 way	 the	

practitioners	articulate	their	expectations	from	the	state.	In	most	instances	the	artists	have	

re-routed	 modern	 discourses	 of	 the	 state	 and	 the	 law	 through	 locally	 situated	 symbolic	

structures	 (namely	 jati/traditional	 guilds)	 to	 arrive	 at	meaning	 –	 be	 it	 the	 dissection	 of	 a	

regional	practice	into	discrete	and	separate	categories,	or	the	recognition	of	a	skilled	artist	

by	 the	 state	 as	 a	 ‘Master	 Craftsman’,	 or	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 transmission	 of	 knowledge	

through	apprenticeship,	or	even	the	status	of	artists	as	‘legal	subjects’,	determined	through	

intellectual	 property	 rights.	 It	 is	 within	 these	 different	 components	 that	 this	 chapter	

explores	the	way	 in	which	the	craft	 is	constructed	within	the	artists’	 reflection	upon	what	

exactly	 is	 being	 validated	 and	 legitimized,	 and	 the	 way	 in	 which	 they	 recall	

mechanisms/practices	which	served	them	in	the	past.	

	

The	third	chapter	shall	look	at	the	way	in	which	the	craft	is	located	within	the	history	of	the	

Danalakota	 household.	 Apart	 from	 the	 way	 in	 which	 this	 practice	 is	 an	 integral	 part	 of	

familial	socialization,	its	embodiment	as	a	cognitive	skill	and	the	physical	process	of	making	

are	 drafted	 along	 familial	 and	 kinship	 roles.	 While	 relationships	 between	 kin	 can	 be	

constructed	in	craft	practices	(in	the	way	learning	the	craft	becomes	a	way	to	socialize	the	

self	 into	the	family),	they	can	also	be	deconstructed	in	craft	practices	(in	the	way	in	which	

different	kin	are	involved	in	different	aspects	of	production).		More	specifically	this	chapter	

shall	 address	 how	 the	 craft	 is	 conceived	 within	 artists’	 memories	 of	 learning;	 within	 a	

gendered	 taxonomy	 of	 skill	 and	 participation,	 and	 within	 the	 movement	 between	

disenchantment	 and	 re-enchantment	 which	 the	 younger	 generation	 is	 confronted	 with	

while	comprehending	its	own	location	within	‘an	inherited	tradition’.	

	

Integral	 to	 any	 craft	 is	 the	 materials	 used	 to	 generate	 the	 craft,	 and	 the	 practitioner’s	

knowledge	 and	 judgement	 about	 the	 way	 in	 which	 these	 materials	 interact	 with	 one	

another.	The	fifth	chapter	details	how	the	craft	is	located	not	only	in	the	linguistic	structures	

of	 the	 practice,	 but	 also	 in	 the	 writing	 or	 re-enactment	 of	 these	 structures.	 The	 craft	 is	

located	 in	 the	 said/remembered	 and	 unsaid/unremembered	 details	 –	 in	 the	 way	 artists	
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experience	and	embody	the	tools,	materials	and	materilaities	and	textures.	This	chapter	also	

explores	the	historical	relationships	that	exist	between	story	tellers	and	artists	and	the	way	

in	 which	 this	 relationship	 has	 shaped	 the	 practice.	 However	 while	 being	 guided	 by	

Vaikuntam’s	capacity	to	articulate	and	verbalize	what	is	hidden	in	technique,	either	through	

his	 ‘sketch	 book’,	 or	 through	 the	 different	 tellings	 of	 the	 procedures,	 this	 chapter	

appreciates	that	a	description	can	never	exhaust	or	consume	its	subject;	what	 it	can	do	 is	

only	allude	to	the	knowledge	that	is	being	accrued	through	and	within	time.		

Following	 the	previous	 chapter	which	unravels	 the	 linguistic	 structures	on	which	different	

aspects	of	this	craft	are	based,	the	sixth	chapter	shall	continue	this	process	by	looking	at	the	

way	 in	 which	 the	 craft	 emerges	 through	 historical	 exchanges	 between	 geographical	 and	

philosophical	 planes	 which	 come	 to	 inform	 its	 canons.	 	 The	 craft	 has	 a	 divine	 inception,	

through	the	figure	of	the	deity;	it	also	has	an	historical	inception,	through	the	movement	of	

artists	 between	Central	Asia	 and	 the	 Indian	 sub-continent.	 	While	weaving	 together	what	

ostensibly	 seems	 as	 disjointed	narratives,	 this	 chapter	 looks	 into	questions	 of	history	 and	

pastness,	based	on	the	way	in	which	the	emic	composition	seamlessly	moves	between	what	

is	‘real’	and	what	is	‘fantasy’.	The	purpose	for	concluding	the	dissertation	with	this	chapter	

is	 to	demonstrate	how	contemporary	artisans	have	 internalized	 these	canons	and	cultural	

trajectories	through	their	expressions	of	identity	and	skill,	which	then	organize	the	everyday	

life	of	the	practice.				

Thus	 as	 one	 can	 infer,	 this	 ethnography	 dwells	 upon	 the	 expansion	 and	 elaboration	 of	

moments	 which	 transpired	 during	 dialogical	 emergence	 of	 the	 practice.	 My	 attempt	 in	

‘blowing	up’	these	moments	is	not	to	exhaust	the	scope	of	this	practice	or	nor	ways	in	which	

the	 practitioners	 construct	 the	 practice	 through	 language.	 For	 if	 there	 is	 anything	 my	

ethnographic	 experience	 has	 taught	 me,	 it	 is	 that	 different	 conversations	 transpire	

differently	 at	 different	 times	 and	 spaces.	 Ethnography	 is	 a	 “craft	 of	 place”	 (Geertz	 1983:	

167);	 the	 way	 in	 which	 each	 ethnography	 unravels	 is	 specific	 to	 the	 constitution	 of	 its	

context,	 i.e.,	 the	 numerous	 moments	 and	 spaces	 within	 which	 the	 inter-subjective	

experience	between	ethnographer	and	her	subjects	is	framed.	In	fact	what	I	would	like	the	

reader	to	dwell	upon	 in	this	thesis	 is	my	representation	of	the	way	 in	which	ethnography,	

like	 its	 subject-matter	 does	 not	 have	 a	 centre	 or	 a	 fixed	 locus;	 how	 it	 was	 constantly	
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appearing	 within	 corners;	 how	 it	 was	 emerging	 within	 conversations;	 how	 it	 was	 being	

made.		
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CHAPTER	1	

CRAFT:	MAKING	AND	SELLING	FOR	THE	MARKET	

v 	

	

“I	do	like	beauty	and	admire	the	human	endeavor	of	using	hand	skills	to	create.	But	give	me	

a	break;	most	of	the	stuff	in	the	emporia	is	kitsch.	As	a	discerning	Indian,	I	have	to	either	go	

to	a	fancy	designer	shop	or	abroad	to	buy	a	great	craft	product"		

(Poonam	Kasturi	quotes	a	participant	present	at	a	workshop	of	craft	and	design	in	

Bangalore,	India,	in	Kasturi	2005:	68)	

	

I. INTRODUCTION	

The	 journey	 from	 being	 conceived	 through	 the	 imagination	 and	 skill	 of	 an	 artisan	 to	 its	

placement	 in	 the	market	has	been	no	simple	one,	neither	 for	 the	craft	object,	nor	 for	 the	

craftsperson.	 Its	movement	outside	of	the	household	and	 local	practices	 involving	families	

and	communities,	to	consumers	outside	 its	contextual	 landscape	 is	not	 just	a	physical	one	

but	also	a	shift	within	the	way	in	which	the	artisan	engages	with	her	own	craft.	It	was	with	

the	 inception	 of	 ‘traditional’	 and	 ‘native’	 industries	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 and	 twentieth	

centuries	 in	 Europe,	 which	mobilized	 public	 participation	 in	 epistemologies	 of	 craft,	 that	

artisans	in	India	were	part	of	a		“creative	project	within	colonial	society	to	use	global	ideas	to	

negotiate	Indian	realities”	(McGowan	2009:	5).	

In	Crafting	the	Nation	Abigail	McGowan	sets	the	stage	for	exploring	the	way	in	which	craft	

objects	 moved	 from	 the	 private	 realms	 of	 artisans	 and	 local	 merchants	 to	 becoming	 a	

national	 subject	 and	 subject	 of	 nationhood,	 through	 the	 aegis	 of	 Indian	 indigenous	

intelligentsia	(McGowan	2009).	From	being	viewed	as	a	tool	which	would	justify	the	colonial	

desire	to	discipline	the	backward	techniques	and	aesthetics	of	its	colonized	subjects,	crafts	

became	a	symbol	of	 ‘political	 loyalty’	through	the	ideologies	of	Gandhi,	a	sentiment	which	

finally	 rested	 in	 development	 and	 economic	models	 for	 the	welfare	 of	 artisans	 and	 their	

crafts	 (McGowan	2009).	 It	 is	 then	within	 the	negotiations	between	 these	models	 and	 the	

artisans	that	the	experience	of	‘craft’	as	a	situated	subject	first	begins	to	reveal	itself.	
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As	 mentioned	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 the	 construction	 of	 craft	 as	 an	 occupation	 was	 what	

constituted	my	first	moment	of	encounter	with	Vaikuntam.	He	and	Vanaja	were	immersed	

in	completing	a	bulk	order	of	200	painted	boxes	which	were	to	be	eventually	distributed	as	

corporate	gifts.	The	way	in	which	the	urgency	of	the	work	took	over	the	space	of	the	studio	

and	bodies	of	 the	artisans	warrants	an	enquiry	 into	the	temporalities	and	socialites	which	

crafts	 in	 India	occupy	today.	 It	 is	with	this	 intention	that	 I	begin	this	dissertation	with	this	

chapter.	

The	 first	 section	 introduces	 to	 readers	 that	 precise	 moment	 which	 marked	 the	 art-form	

from	being	an	‘invisible	practice’	restricted	to	village	communities,	to	it	being	a	‘visible	craft’	

in	 the	 market.	 This	 is	 the	 story	 which	 Vaikuntam	 recounts	 about	 how	 the	 practice	 was	

‘discovered’	 owing	 to	 a	 serendipitous	encounter	between	a	 survey	official	 of	 the	All	 India	

Handicraft	Board	and	Vaikuntam’s	paternal	aunt.	It	is	through	the	agency	of	the	object	that	

the	practitioners	are	provided	access	into	the	discursive	universe	of	the	handicraft	industry;	

but	at	the	same	time	it	also	constitutes	that	moment	and	that	encounter	through	which	the	

artisan	 is	 revealed	as	a	 ‘traditional’,	 ‘native’,	 ‘indigenous’	craftsperson.	That	moment,	 that	

encounter	 is	 the	 exhibition	 and	 demonstration	 of	 handicrafts	 which	 has	 its	 ethos	 in	 the	

many	industrial	fairs	and	displays	which	the	colonial	powers	organized	to	not	just	measure	

the	 value	 of	 hand-made	 objects	 as	 economic	 and	 aesthetic	 things,	 but	 also	 to	 create	 a	

phantom	 object	 without	 which	 the	 tangible	 one	 would	 not	 be	 rendered	 real,	 namely	

heritage.	While	recounting	a	few	instances	where	the	craft	object	took	Vaikuntam	and	other	

members	of	 the	household	outside	 their	 ambit	of	production	and	 circulation,	 this	 section	

shall	address	the	way	in	which	practices	of	visibility,	namely	exhibitions	and	demonstrations,	

have	become	an	integral	part	of	one’s	craft	as	an	artisan.		

The	 second	 section	 moves	 from	 exhibitions	 as	 a	 specific	 moment	 to	 dwelling	 upon	 that	

historical	site	where	a	crafted	object	is	further	imbued	with	a	capacity	to	free	itself	from	its	

representational	 relationship	 with	 the	 maker.	 That	 site	 is	 the	 handicrafts	 shop,	 the	

boutique,	the	ethnic	market	where	the	vernacular	and	the	local	are	mobilized	through	the	

multiplicity	of	its	images.	However	the	excessive	circulation	of	‘folk’	and	‘tradition’	crafts	in	

the	market	rife	precisely	with	‘folk’	and	‘traditional’	imagery,	as	this	section	will	discuss,	is	in	

fact	part	of	the	mechanism	of	classification	of	specific	markets,	which	Vaikuntam	verbalizes	

as	 ‘professional’	and	 ‘traditional’	art.	 It	 is	thus	within	a	performance	of	 ‘tradition’	that	the	
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artisan	secures	for	herself	a	place	 in	the	ethnic	market;	at	the	same	time	the	artisan	does	

not	 relinquish	 her	 ability	 to	 be	 conscious	 of	 her	 object	 world	 vis-à-vis	 the	 nature	 of	

repetitious	work	which	she	comes	to	consider	an	impediment	to	the	potential	of	her	skill.		It	

is	 nevertheless	within	 the	 scope	 of	 the	market	 then	 that	 practitioners	 negotiate	ways	 to	

reclaim	their	skill;	in	Vaikuntam’s	case	it	is	within	the	time	when	he	is	not	preoccupied	with	

orders	 from	emporia	 that	he	 ‘experiments’	with	different	materials	and	 forms,	and	within	

the	space	of	a	private	commission	which,	owing	to	its	monetary	remuneration,	allows	him	a	

“free	and	easy	disposition”	towards	the	practice.	

The	 last	 section	 of	 this	 chapter	 is	 then	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 articulates	 his	

experience	 of	 the	 two	 kinds	 of	work	 and	markets	which	 he	 occupies	 and	which	 occupies	

him.	By	speaking	about	“finding	the	right	customer”,	Vaikuntam	draws	out	attention	to	the	

way	 in	 which	 artisans	 within	 a	 globalized	 economy	 are	 not	 only	 subjects	 of	 the	 market	

constructions	of	their	practice,	but	they	in	turn,	are	able	to	create	their	own	representations	

of	the	market	–	be	it	the	collector	who	buys	the	work	or	even	the	ethnographer,	who	writes	

about	the	work.	However	what	this	section	also	addresses	is	the	way	in	which	this	search	for	

the	‘right	customer’,	in	fact	is	symptomatic	of	the	loss	of	local	market.	While	looking	at	ways	

in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 and	 Guruji	 elaborate	 on	 their	 respective	 knowledge	 about	 the	

domesticity	of	the	market,	this	section	shall	discuss	the	relation	between	domestic	markets	

and	 the	 conditions	 of	 material	 realities	 of	 production,	 consumption	 and	 circulation	 that	

have	altered	within	a	global	market.	

II. ‘DISCOVERY’	OF	THE	CRAFT	

Vaikuntam	can	almost	vividly	 recall	 the	moment	when	an	official	of	 the	AIHB	 ‘discovered’	

this	art-form	and	how	 it	opened	a	treasure	trove,	which	 led	to	turning	the	practice	 into	a	

craft.	 Certainly	 these	 narratives	 are	 not	 included	 in	 any	 of	 the	 Handicraft	 Board	 survey	

reports.	

I	 remember	 this	 happened	 in	 the	 year	 1978.	 The	 All	 Indian	 Handicraft	

Board	 hired	 design	 officers	 from	 all	 over	 the	 country	 to	 identify	 and	

develop	 the	 country’s	 handicrafts.	 One	 such	 officer	 went	 to	
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Wemblawada.40	My	father’s	younger	brother’s	wife	who	 lived	there	used	

to	make	dolls	with	cow-dung	and	the	paste	of	tamarind	seeds.	She	used	to	

sell	 these	outside	 the	Wemblawada	 temple.	The	officer	was	 intrigued	by	

these	 dolls	 and	 probed	 my	 aunt	 further,	 who	 then	 directed	 him	 here,	

saying	 that	 ‘my	 nephew	 also	 does	 work	 that	 is	 now	 one	 of	 its	 kind’.	

However	 both	 my	 brother	 and	 I	 weren’t	 at	 home	 when	 he	 came.	 My	

sister-in-law	 then	 showed	 him	 some	 of	 our	 paintings,	 of	 which	 he	 took	

photographs.	These	he	showed	to	the	Assistant	Director	of	the	Handicrafts	

Council,	the	office	of	which	was	then	in	Warangal.41	The	Assistant	Director	

was	very	happy	seeing	the	photos,	and	he	along	with	other	officials	visited	

my	house.	They	then	asked	me	to	make	a	small	sample,	which	I	did.	

Through	that	gentleman,	I	was	introduced	to	Lepakshi,	the	Andhra	Pradesh	

Handicrafts	Development	Corporation,	which	then	gave	me	the	chance	to	

display	 my	 work	 at	 exhibitions.	 Because	 we	 used	 to	 get	 transport	

concessions,	daily	wages	and	hotel	accommodations,	it	was	easy	for	me	to	

travel	 for	 exhibitions.	 At	 Festivals,	 for	 the	 convenience	 of	 our	 western	

audiences,	we	decided	to	call	these	‘Cheriyal	Paintings’;	I	added	‘Cheriyal’	

to	 its	 name,	 since	 this	 is	where	we	 live,	 and	ours	 is	 the	only	 family	 that	

practices	this	art-form.42	

When	 I	 use	 the	 word	 ‘discovery’,	 I	 refer	 to	 how	 it	 entered	 into	 the	 ‘visible’	 and	 ‘de-

ritualized’	 market	 place	 of	 the	 nation	 state	 as	 a	 ‘craft’.	 I	 call	 this	 market	 a	 ‘visible’	 one	

because	as	Vaikuntam	would	rightly	reiterate	from	time	to	time,		

This	 art	 was	 only	 restricted	 to	 the	 villages.	 Because	 they	were	 primarily	

images	 telling	 stories	of	particular	 jatis,	 people	outside	 villages	were	not	

aware	of	this.	

																																																													
40	Wemblawada	is	temple	town,	40kms	from	Cheriyal.	
	
41	Warangal	is	the	second	largest	city	in	Telangana,	after	Hyderabad.	It	was	the	seat	of	power	during	the	
Kakatiya	dynasty	till	the	fourteenth	century.	
	
42	I	shall	elaborate	on	this	claim	in	later	chapters	
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It	was	thus	the	local-ity	of	the	art-form	that	rendered	it	as	‘restricted’.	Tirthankar	Roy,	as	we	

shall	 encounter	 later	 in	 this	 chapter,	 suggests	 that	 it	 was	 the	 relationship	which	 a	 locale	

shared	with	a	cultural	object,	 through	a	use-value	that	was	specific	and	contextual,	which	

commercialization	with	the	onset	of	colonization	replaced	(Roy	1999).	Of	course,	as	part	of	

the	early	 twentieth	century	nation-building	process,	material	practices	which	came	within	

the	ambit	of	‘handicrafts’	were	expected	to	shed	their	‘particular’	contexts	which	tied	them	

to	 specific	 community	 of	 believers,	 and	 appear	 “as	 the	 summation	 of	 Indian	 indigenous	

industry,	 past	 and	 present”	 (McGowan	 2009:	 4).	 Since	 regional	 and	 vernacular	 identities	

were	 seen	 as	 tools	 central	 to	 the	 creation	 of	authentic	 Indian-ness,	 these	 identities	were	

expected	 to	 elevate	 themselves	 from	 the	 ‘local’	 and	 appeal	 to	 the	 collective.	 Thus	 by	 a	

‘visible’	and	‘de-ritualized’	market-place	I	refer	to	the	way	in	which	McGowan	writes	about	

the	history	of	the	emergence	of	crafts	within	public	life	in	India,		

…	crafts	were	part	of	national	culture;	although	made	by	diverse	artisans,	

individual	objects	when	taken	together	were	“our	unique	industrial	arts”...	

For	 another,	 crafts	 were	 central	 to	 national	 economics;	 a	 mode	 of	

production	rooted	in	India’s	past,	they	provided	an	indigenous	alternative	

to	 Western	 industrialization.	 Third	 and	 finally,	 crafts	 were	 reflective	 of	

national	society	…		

Government	 officials,	 industrial	 reformers,	 art	 lovers,	 and	 missionaries	

alike	 seemed	 to	 have	 had	 several	 closely	 interconnected,	 if	 unstated,	

criteria	 in	selecting	crafts	for	development,	reorganization,	or	promotion.	

A	 further	 unstated	 criterion	 of	 interest	 was	 that	 the	 crafts	 be	 primarily	

used	 for	 secular	 rather	 than	 ritual	 purposes…	 not	 the	 manufacture	 of	

images	of	gods	or	goddesses	 for	worship,	even	 though	 that	was	perhaps	

equally	important	from	an	economic	point	of	view.	Interestingly,	this	focus	

on	the	secular	over	the	spiritual	was	one	of	use,	not	design.	Thus,	students	

at	the…	JJ	School	often	integrated	Hindu	gods	and	goddesses	into	designs	

for	 doors,	 ceremonial	 plates,	 formal	 furniture,	 and	 decorative	 panelling;	

they	rarely,	if	ever,	made	objects	suitable	for	use	in	religious	worship	itself	

(McGowan	2009:	2;	16)	
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Beginning	 with	 the	 participation	 of	 handicrafts	 in	 national	 politics	 through	 Gandhi’s	

promotion	 of	 khadi	 and	 hand-spinning,	 and	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 Indian	 village	 as	 the	

model	for	spiritual	and	economic	revitalization	in	the	light	of	colonial	assaults,	the	AIHB	was	

then	 a	 part	 of	 the	 trend	 spurred	 during	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 century,	 of	 giving	 the	

‘handicrafts	 of	 India’	 its	 due	 recognition	 and	 development.	 Set	 up	 in	 1952	 under	 the	

Ministry	of	Commerce,	Fisher	expounds	on	one	of	the	ways	in	which	the	AIHB	coordinated	

the	development	of	crafts	at	a	national	level,	

As	it	was	widely	believed	that	‘the	handicrafts’	had	been	badly	hurt	by	the	

‘British	policy	of	 industrialization,’	one	of	 the	 first	 concerns	of	 the	Board	

was	to	 find	and	to	save	those	crafts	most	 in	danger	of	being	 lost	 forever	

(which	would	happen	if	and	when	the	last	living	master	craftsman	in	that	

craft	died).	By	1968,	twenty-two	such	endangered	crafts	pockets	had	been	

‘discovered,’	 some	 entirely	 by	 accident	 in	 previously	 ‘unknown’	 (outside	

the	 local	 area)	 craft	 centres.	 Once	 such	 a	 craft	 pocket	 had	 been	

discovered,	 the	Board	would	normally	 establish	 either	 a	 training	 scheme	

around	a	master	craftsman	(to	ensure	its	survival	by	transferring	his	skills	

to	his	apprentices	(Fisher	1972:	127).	

	

Vaikuntam’s	story	about	the	AIHB	official	‘stumbling’	upon	his	aunt	was	probably	one	such	

‘accident’	 which	 unearthed	 a	 ‘previously	 unknown	 craft	 centre’.	 It	 is	 through	 such	 a	

serendipitous	 encounter	 that	 the	 practice	 is	 made	 meaningful	 by	 being	 identified	 and	

located	 within	 the	 classificatory	 system	 of	 ‘craft’.	 However	 it	 is	 this	 writing	 of	 a	 ‘site	 of	

production’	as	the	‘centre	of	practice’	that	scholars	like	McGowan	(2009),	Sethi	(2013)	and	

Kawlra	(2014)	analyse,	to	understand	ways	in	which	‘craft’	has	been	a	historical	site	for	the	

interplay	between	ideas	of	the	‘region’	and	‘nation’.	While	the	social	and	economic	fabric	of	

‘traditional	crafts’	was	extensively	used	as	a	tool	for	nation-building	in	India,	adding	to	the	

potential	 of	 rural	 industrialization,	 the	 ‘material	 culture’	 of	 the	 communities	 engaged	 in	

these	crafts	 soon	began	getting	viewed	as	objective	 ‘witnesses’	 to	pre-modern,	pre-urban	

India	now	only	left	to	degenerate	in	the	rapidly	changing	‘village	structures’	of	the	60s	and	

70s.	 The	 nation-wide	 surveys	 and	 studies	 conducted	 by	 the	 AIHB	 not	 only	 inherited	 the	

colonial	 system	 of	 recording	 and	 documenting	 craft	 skills	 and	 knowledge,	 which	 gave	
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bureaucratic	power	and	governance	a	new	dimension	after	independence,	it	also	authored	

the	 identification	of	discrete	sites,	namely	regions	and	 localities,	producing	discrete	crafts.	

Thus	 while	 late	 nineteenth	 and	 early	 twentieth	 century	 discourse	 of	 the	 nation-building	

located	 crafts	 within	 the	 participation	 of	 the	 region	 and	 the	 local	 to	 shape	 collective	

nationalist	 goals,	 mid-twentieth	 century	 saw	 the	 way	 in	 which	 of	 the	 value	 of	 crafts	 is	

derived	 from	 what	 is	 constructed	 as	 its	 ability	 to	 ‘authentically’	 represent	 a	 bounded	

region/locality	 and	 its	 ‘culture’.	 This	 construction	 of	 ‘discrete’	 regions	 and	places	 through	

the	textualization	of	knowledge	is	a	theme	I	shall	take	up	in	the	next	chapter	at	length.		

	

On	 similar	 lines,	 Venkatesan	 narrates	 a	 rather	 interesting	 tale	 about	 how	 the	 practice	 of	

mat-weaving	 in	 Pattamadi	 town	 of	 Tamil	 Nadu,	 South	 India	 also	was	 in	 a	way	 ‘stumbled	

upon’,	

In	 1953	 V.A.K	 Rangan	 (henceforth	 V.A.K.R),	 a	 chief	 agent	 of	 the	 Royal	

Insurance	 Company	 in	 Madras	 city,	 decided	 to	 mark	 the	 coronation	 of	

Queen	Elizabeth	II	by	making	her	an	unusual	gift.	He	commissioned	a	mat	

from	the	weavers	of	Pattamadai,	and	specified	that	they	weave	into	it	the	

recipient's	and	gift-giver's	names.	The	mat	would	embody	the	connection	

V.A.K.R	sought	 to	make	with	 the	Queen.	But	coronation	protocol	did	not	

allow	 individuals	 to	 make	 gifts	 to	 the	 Queen.	 V.A.K.R	 had	 somehow	 to	

make	 the	 mat	 look	 like	 it	 was	 a	 gift	 from	 the	 weavers	 to	 the	 Queen	

without	erasing	himself….	The	mat	never	got	 to	the	Queen,	having	 failed	

to	pass	through	the	elaborate	gifting	protocol.	But	it,	along	with	other	gifts	

meant	 for	 the	 coronation,	 was	 seen	 by	 Kamaladevi	 Chattopadhyay,	 an	

influential	supporter	of	craft	and	head	of	the	All	India	Handicrafts	Board.	It	

was	then	that	'the	Handicrafts	Board	became	alive	to	the	existence	of	the	

craft'	(Venkatesan	2009:	84).	

	

Venkatesan	uses	this	anecdote	to	capture	the	‘agency’	–	the	capacity	to	affect	or	create	an	

event	 –	 of	 objects.	 She	 claims	 that	 because	 craft	 objects,	 as	 the	 narrative	 suggests,	 can	

access	spaces	which	people	usually	cannot,	the	agency	of	objects	can	sometimes	be	deemed	

more	effective	than	that	of	humans.	Venkatesan	however	also	adds,		
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The	Muslim	mat-weavers	certainly	 recognize	 that	 the	mat	 for	 the	Queen	

caused	 things	 to	 happen	 to	 them,	 but	 they	 do	 not	 attribute	 any	

intentionality	to	it	(Venkatesan	2009:	85).	

	

The	moment	from	which	Vaikuntam’s	practice	‘came	into	existence’	for	the	AIHB,	then	also	

marks	 the	moment	when	 the	 objects	 crafted	 by	 this	 practice	 enter	 into	 its	 life-cycle	 as	 a	

social	commodity	(Appadurai	1986).	Vaikuntam	suggests	that	this	practice	left	the	precincts	

of	the	household	when	he	got	the	opportunity	to	display	his	craft	at	exhibitions,		

	

It	 was	 in	 fact	 during	 the	 exhibitions	 that	 people	 started	 taking	 note	 of	

these	 paintings.	 In	 the	 beginning	 I	 would	 make	 sure	 to	 go	 for	 every	

exhibition	possible.	All	our	costs	would	be	covered	–	train	tickets	would	be	

booked,	accommodation	and	meals	would	be	taken	care	of,	and	we	don’t	

have	to	pay	for	selling	space.			

	

In	 March	 this	 year	 (2013)	 I	 was	 invited	 to	 the	 International	 Telugu	

Federation	that	took	place	in	Malaysia.	They	organize	a	conference	once	in	

two	years.	I	was	called	to	demonstrate	my	craft.	I	per	se	do	not	have	much	

to	do	with	the	Federation,	which	is	generally	a	collective	of	Telugu	people	

around	the	world.	I	was	there	to	display	the	crafts	of	Andhra	Pradesh.		

I	went	to	Ghana	in	2003,	and	then	I	went	to	Singapore	last	year.	There	are	

many	 opportunities	 to	 go	 for	 such	 exhibitions;	 but	 then	 one	 has	 to	 go	

looking	for	them.	I	don’t	need	to	do	that	now.	I	don’t	have	to	travel	around	

the	world;	as	long	as	my	paintings,	sell	I’m	happy.	Every	city,	be	it	in	India	

or	in	Singapore,	has	the	same	things	–	big	buildings	and	big	roads.	There	is	

nothing	new	to	see.	

Tracing	 this	 history	 of	 the	 craftsman	 and	 the	 craft	 objects	 outside	 from	 their	 ‘locale’	 are	

Carol	Breckenridge	(1989)	and	Saloni	Mathur	(2000)	who	speak	about	how	the	above	have	

been	 repeatedly	 displayed	 at	 what	 they	 call	 ‘world	 fairs’	 since	 the	 second	 half	 of	 the	

nineteenth	century.	These	Fairs	were	considered	“special”	because	they	were	 ‘collections’	
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of	 objects	which	 not	 only	 served	 commerce,	 but	 also	 the	 genesis	 of	 the	modern	 nation-

state.	 The	 Crystal	 Palace	 exhibition	 of	 1851,	 in	which	 the	 India	 pavilion	 for	 the	 first	 time	

institutionalized	 the	superiority	of	 the	 Indian	craft	 tradition,	created	a	 surge	of	 interest	 in	

Indian	objects.	As	Breckenridge	notes,		

	

In	 the	 second	half	of	 the	nineteenth	century,	everyday	 things	 from	 India	

were	 displaced	 from	 their	 ordinary	 and	 their	 sumptuary	 contexts.	 They	

were	shifted	to	terminal	and	semi-terminal	display	contexts	like	world	fairs	

and	museums;	and	they	were	featured	in	art	and	archaeological	books,	in	

mail-order	 catalogues	 and	 in	 newspapers…	 There	 were	 exhibitions,	

museums,	 royal	 receptions	 (durbars),	archives,	 libraries,	and	surveys	of	a	

variety	 of	 materials,	 including	 archaeology,	 epigraphy,	 zoology	 and	

geology.	Each	of	these	forms	of	generating	and	controlling	knowledge	had	

a	discrete	set	of	associated	practices	 that	 formed	a	 field	of	action	within	

which	the	acceptable	and	unacceptable	could	be	defined	and	continuously	

shaped	(Breckenridge	1989:	207-208).	

	

Borrowing	 from	David	Harvey	who	 refers	 to	heritage	 as	 “a	 contemporary	 product	 shaped	

from	history”	(Harvey	2008:	20),	the	concept	of	traditional	artefacts	and	hand-made	objects	

appealed	 to	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 Indian	 nation,	 as	 the	 foremost	 container	 of	 identity.43	 This	

construction	of	India	as	a	conduit	of	heritage	continued	till	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	

century,	 when	 Prime	 Minister	 Indira	 Gandhi	 facilitated	 spaces	 and	 practices	 for	 cultural	

diplomacy	 in	 the	1980s	 in	 the	 form	of	 state-sponsored	cultural	 festivals	and	 living	 folk-art	

demonstrations,	 collectively	 called	 The	 Festivals	 of	 India,	 where	 Greenhalgh	 claims,	 “a	

judgment	 seems	 to	 have	 been	 made	 to	 project	 India	 abroad	 as	 a	 craft	 nation—a	 global	

cultural	 reserve	 where	 vital	 traditions	 of	 folk	 arts	 and	 crafts,	 music,	 and	 dance	 are	

maintained”	(Greenhalgh	1995:	240-241).	

	

																																																													
43	Also	see	Anderson	1991.	
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This	of	course	was	aligned	to	 the	 ideal	of	progress	and	development,	where	 it	was	all	 set	

within	 a	 growing	 awareness	 that	 tourism	and	 leisure	were	 the	proper	 contexts	 for	 public	

consumption	of	heritage	(Harvey	2008).	As	Harvey	writes,		

	

…	what	we	 can	 attempt	 to	 outline	 is	 a	 history	 of	 heritage	 in	 terms	 of	 a	

history	 of	 power	 relations	 that	 have	 been	 formed	 and	 operate	 via	 the	

deployment	of	the	heritage	process	(Harvey	2008:	19).	

	

However,	 once	 during	my	 visits	 in	 September	 2013,	 Vaikuntam	 had	 received	 a	 call	 from	

someone	 at	 the	 Crafts	Museum,	New	Delhi	 inviting	 him	 for	 a	month-long	 demonstration	

and	 sale.44	 Vaikuntam	 however	 declined	 the	 offer,	 saying	 that	 he	 had	 a	 number	 of	

programmes	 lined	 up	 for	 November,	 in	 Chennai	 and	 Hyderabad.	 This	 wasn’t	 a	 simple	

refusal.	 There	 was	 a	 lot	 of	 discussion	 between	 him,	 Vinay	 and	 Nageshwar.	 The	 Crafts	

Museum	was	only	seeking	National	Award	winners	for	the	event.45	Vaikuntam	claimed	that	

it	would	be	rather	difficult	to	leave	his	home	for	a	month,	although	artists	had	all	provisions	

to	work	at	the	site	of	the	exhibition.	The	demonstrations	are	open	to	the	public	from	10am	

to	 5pm,	 during,	 before	 and	 after	 which	 artists	 are	 free	 to	 work	 on	 their	 wares.	

Accommodation	is	usually	provided	at	the	Crafts	Museum,	while	transport	costs	are	taken	

care	of.	They	were	allowed	to	carry	with	them	gas	stoves,	so	they	could	cook	their	meals	at	

their	convenience.	Vaikuntam	did	agree	that	 it	was	a	good	sales	opportunity,	because	this	

demonstration-cum-workshop	was	 taking	place	during	 the	 International	 Trade	 Fair,	which	

would	see	a	lot	of	“foreign	customers”.	Two	artists	from	each	cluster	were	invited	–	master	

craftsmen	and	assistant	–	and	each	would	be	given	a	remuneration	of	Rs	300	per	day.		

Within	 the	 rubric	 that	 exhibitions	 are	 “…	 part	 spectacle,	 part	 socio-historic	 event,	 part	

structuring	device,	(that)	establish	and	administer	the	cultural	meanings	of	art”	(Greenhalgh	

1995:	242)	Greenhalgh	discusses	how	the	Crafts	Museum,	New	Delhi,	established	during	the	

regime	of	the	Indian	National	Congress	in	the	1950s,	is	a	strong	political	force	determining	

																																																													
44	 Institutes	 like	 the	 Crafts	 Museum,	 New	 Delhi	 and	 the	 Calico	 Museum	 of	 Textile,	 Ahmedabad,	 were	
established	during	post-independence	to	complement	the	AIHB’s	efforts	at	displaying	and	creating	avenues	for	
the	documentation,	preservation	and	visibility	of	India’s	cultural	identity	(MacGowan	2009).		
	
45	Vaikuntam	was	the	recipient	of	two	National	Merit	Awards	for	Craftsmen.	I	shall	elaborate	on	the	institution	
of	the	‘Master	Craftsman’	in	the	next	chapter.	
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the	 criterion	 of	 what	 should	 be	 preserved	 as	 the	 nation’s	 heritage.	 	 Speaking	 about	 the	

exhibits	and	demonstrations	at	the	Museum,	Greenhalgh	writes	that	they	

…	 are	 intended	 not	 to	 illustrate	 changing	 artistic	 themes,	 genres,	 styles,	

and	 media	 through	 time,	 but	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 static	 equivalence	 in	

form	 and	 function	 between	 the	 present	 and	 the	 past…	 It	 is	 evidence	 of	

continuity	 and	 survival	 within	 India's	 material	 tradition,	 rather	 than	

innovation,	that	determines	whether	an	artifact	 is	an	acceptable	addition	

to	the	collection”	(Greenhalgh	1998:	223).	

Adamson	 rightly	points	out	 that	one	of	 the	“most	effective	 rhetorical	 tool	of	 craft	 revival,	

however,	was	 the	 live	 demonstration”	 (Adamson	 2007:	 15).	 From	 the	 Colonial	 and	 Indian	

Exhibition	held	in	London	in	1886,	where	prison	inmates	and	homeless	peasants	from	India	

were	 put	 on	 display	 as	 ‘Indian	 artisans’	 (Mathur	 2000),	 to	 the	 sign-post	 at	 the	 Crafts	

Museum	which	reads	‘This	Way	to	Master	Craftsmen’,	live	demonstration	highlights	the	re-

imagination	of	 ‘craft’	as	a	site	for	performance,	and	of	value	placed	on	the	authenticity	of	

such	performance	(Adamson	2007).		

It	was	interesting	to	see	the	way	in	which	the	entire	family	deliberated	whether	or	not	one	

of	them	should	go	for	the	exhibition.	What	was	quite	obvious	was	that	they	were	not	in	any	

dire	 need	 to	 go.	 It	was	 not	 a	 concentrated	 discussion,	 but	 one	 that	was	 spread	 over	 the	

course	of	some	time.	In	the	middle	of	everyone’s	allotted	tasks	towards	the	work	at	hand,	

as	 and	 when	 one	 would	 have	 a	 query	 about	 the	 demonstration	 they	 would	 raise	 their	

concern	 and	 a	 few	minutes	would	 follow	 in	 discussion,	 and	 then	 they	would	 get	 back	 to	

what	they	were	doing.	Though	they	collectively	tended	towards	the	decision	of	declining	the	

offer,	 I	 could	 sense	 that	 the	 matter	 needed	 to	 linger	 on	 a	 bit,	 for	 it	 to	 be	 completely	

resolved.	Vaikuntam	explained,	

I	am	a	person	who	makes	and	sells	from	home.	I	find	it	difficult	to	work	all	

by	 myself	 from	 someplace	 else,	 and	 even	 sell	 by	 myself.	 Home	 is	 a	

convenient	location	for	me	for	both	making	and	selling.	

While	 I	 shall	 elaborate	 on	 the	 importance	 of	 ‘home’	 as	 a	 location	 of	 production	 in	 the	

subsequent	chapters,	it	is	this	‘convenience’	which	Vaikuntam	insisted	on	which	I	shall	dwell	
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upon	here.	Vaikuntam	and	his	family	had	arrived	at	a	stage	in	their	professional	trajectory	

where	they	had	to	prioritize	in	terms	of	what	was	a	more	lucrative	venture,	also	based	on	

the	 volume	 of	 the	 current	 work	 at	 hand.	 During	 the	 entire	 duration	 of	 my	 ethnography	

between	2012	and	2014,	there	was	never	a	time	when	Vaikuntam	was	without	work.		

The	 home	 and	 studio	 space	 were	 not	 just	 a	 convenient	 and	 comfortable	 space	 for	

Vaikuntam,	 but	 was	 also	 his	 centre,	 from	 where	 he	 could	 be	 more	 productive	 and	

operational,	 or	 what	William	 Housley	 calls	 “most	 potent	 environment”	 (Housely,	 working	

paper,	 year	unknown).	 That	one-room	studio	was	 in	 a	way	his	 ‘most	 familiar	 space’	 from	

where	he	believed	he	had	the	power	to	carry	out	his	operations	to	the	best	of	his	abilities.		

For	 Vaikuntam	 then	 to	 leave	 this	 ‘location’	 and	 be	 displaced	 to	 be	 a	 part	 of	 a	 craft	

workshop,	which	creates	a	diorama	where	the	artist	is	positioned	with	his	work	vis-a-vis	the	

audience/consumer,	 was	 not	 desirable.	 Everyday	 details	 like	 getting	 used	 to	 the	

accommodation	provided,	sharing	space	with	unfamiliar	people,	arranging	for	one’s	dietary	

requirements	was	viewed	by	him	as	an	impediment	to	one’s	work.		

	

From	left	to	right:	Vaikuntam,	Vinay,	Vanaja	and	Nageshwar	at	a	workshop	for	school	children	in	

Cheriyal.	December	2012.	
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Padma,	Nageshwar’s	wife,	 too	 had	 travelled	 outside	 Cheriyal	with	 her	work.	 In	 her	 usual	

endearing	way	she	exacerbates	the	point	I	am	trying	to	make:	

I	 went	 to	 Germany	 this	 March.	 Rakesh	 (my	 nephew)	 and	 me.	 It	 was	

organized	 by	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 Tourism.	 There	 was	 an	 international	

exhibition	 and	 demonstration	 of	world	 crafts.	 It	was	 very	 cold;	 in	 fact	 it	

even	snowed.	This	was	in	Berlin.		

(Laughing)	 There	was	 one	 foreigner	 lady	who	 thought	 the	 paintings	 that	

we	 were	 displaying	 were	 free,	 like	 the	 other	 tourism	 booklets	 and	

pamphlets.	There	was	one	woman	from	Bengal	who	came	with	patachitra	

paintings.	

We	were	staying	 in	a	hotel,	along	with	Andhra	Pradesh	Tourism	officials.	

There	were	 Indian	restaurants	where	we	used	to	eat.	The	hotels	used	to	

serve	only	breakfast.	But	I	couldn’t	eat	the	breakfast.	There	were	so	many	

cutleries	–	forks	and	spoons	–	that	I	couldn’t	eat.	I	do	not	like	bread.	There	

was	no	tea	or	coffee,	and	the	milk	had	a	strange	smell.	 I	used	to	eat	dry	

fruits	and	drink	a	lot	of	juice.		

The	 ‘dislocation’	which	 Vaikuntam	 and	 Padma	 refer	 to	 is	 then	 not	merely	 at	 the	 level	 of	

discourse,	but	also	in	terms	of	the	everyday	structures	and	life	worlds	around	them	which	

they	function	best.	It	is	not	just	a	matter	of	de-contextualization	vis-a-vis	the	setting	of	the	

exhibition,	 but	 as	 an	 actual	 alienation	 from	 their	 materials	 and	 the	 environments	 within	

which	they	are	optimally	utilized.		

Thus	the	exhibition	is	part	of	the	practice	of	visibility	that	the	artisans	have	to	craft	in	order	

to	 reap	modernity’s	 promise	 of	 possibility.	 It	 is	 however	 only	 through	 the	 experience	 of	

displacement	 –	 of	 leaving	 the	 home-and-studio	 –	 that	 the	 artisan	 becomes	 visible.	 It	 is	

within	this	temporality	of	the	exhibition	that	agency	shifts	from	being	situated	in	the	‘self’	of	

the	 artisan	 to	 being	 textualized	 as	 a	 discourse	 into	 the	 body	 of	 the	 ‘traditional’,	 ‘native’,	

‘indigenous’	craftsperson	(Malik	2016).	The	craft	of	the	artisan	then	does	not	end	with	her	

signature	 or	mark	which	 she	 leaves	 on	 canvas,	 but	 continues	with	 the	 bodily	 practice	 of	

simultaneous	dis-location	and	re-location	–	it	is	dislocation	from	one’s	context	of	production	
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and	 circulation;	 it	 is	 re-location	 because	 the	 exhibition	 is	 a	 moment	 which	 returns	 the	

artisan	 into	 the	 narrative	 within	 which	 her	 subjectivity	 of	 craftsperson	 was	 initially	

conceived,	namely	that	of	heritage.			

III. “TRADITIONAL”	AND	“PROFESSIONAL”	ART	

One	 of	 the	 critical	 roles	 which	 governing	 bodies	 like	 the	 AIHB	 were	 involved	 in	 was	

facilitating	the	location	of	crafts	within	India’s	economic	future;	this	was	achieved	through	

the	 Board’s	 efforts	 at	 marketing	 handicrafts	 through	 retails	 stores	 or	 emporia,	 which	

provided	 direct	 employment	 opportunities	 to	 artisans.	McGowan	 claims	 that	while	 these	

efforts	 by	 the	 Indian	 state	were	most	 successful	 in	 bringing	 crafts	 into	 the	 fold	 of	 public	

consciousness,	it	was	nevertheless	guided	by	a	similar	colonial	vision	about	the	state’s	duty	

to	protect	the	welfare	of	its	people.	As	McGowan	writes,		

They	 also	 agreed	 that	 artisans	 were	 subjects,	 not	 agents,	 of	 that	

development.	 British	 officials	 and	 Indian	 elites	 alike	 used	 claims	 of	

artisanal	backwardness	to	assert	control	over	crafts	communities;	ignoring	

artisanal	 innovation,	 they	 preferred	 to	 see	 all	 progress	 as	 coming	 from	

outside	and	thus	argued	that	they—Western	educated,	scientific-minded,	

and	thoroughly	imbued	with	ideas	of	progress—were	the	ones	to	direct	it	

(McGowan	2009:	7).		

Allyn	Fisher	reports	that	each	state,	following	the	increase	in	sales	after	the	establishment	

of	the	AIHB	through	domestic	sales	and	exports,	began	to	set	up	its	own	retail	outlets,	and	

by	1967-1968,	there	were	approximately	200	emporia	around	the	country	(Fisher	1972:	36).	

Lepakshi,	named	after	the	town	which	was	centre	of	the	Vijaynagara	Empire’s	architectural	

splendour,	 is	 the	marketing	 site	 created	 by	 the	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 Handicraft	 Development	

Corporation	in	1982,	and	continues	to	be	one	of	the	biggest	sources	of	work	and	income	for	

the	Danalakota	household.			

As	mentioned	in	the	Introduction,	the	naqqashi	community	have	been	known	to	work	with	

a	wide	range	of	media	–	cloth,	wood,	cement,	mud,	cow	dung,	papier-mâché,	to	name	a	few	

–	 to	 produce	 objects	 which	 range	 from	 relief	 sculptures,	 bride-boxes,	 wooden	 masks,	

temple	murals,	portable	shrines,	dolls,	panel	paintings	and	scroll	paintings.	However,	as	 is	
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true	for	many	visual	art	traditions	across	the	globe,	the	systems	of	patronage	have	come	to	

determine	 the	 form	 and	 aesthetic	 of	 the	 art-form	 itself	 (Nash	 1993;	 Castaneda	 2004).	

Vaikuntam	would	reiterate	from	time	to	time,		

We	 barely	 get	 to	make	 scrolls	 anymore.	 That	 is	 because	 we	 are	 usually	

inundated	 with	 orders	 from	 Lepakshi,	 who	 do	 not	 sell	 large	 paintings,	

because	after	all	they	sell	items	which	people	can	keep	in	their	houses.	A	

scroll	is	too	big	to	keep;	hence	large	paintings	are	made	if	we	get	a	private	

order,	 or	 a	 scroll	 is	made	 if	 I	 do	have	 the	 time	 to	 take	on	a	 commission	

from	the	story-tellers.	

It	 is	 common	practice	 for	 Lepakshi	 to	 classify	 the	orders	 it	 gives	Vaikuntam	 into	different	

templates	of	sizes.	Each	template	then	has	a	corresponding	manufacturing	cost	bracket	for	

the	artist	and	a	price	bracket	for	Lepakshi,	which	sells	items	at	a	40	per	cent	mark	up	from	

the	manufacturing	cost.	These	 templates	are	applied	 to	all	objects	which	 these	artists	are	

commissioned	 to	 make,	 which	 usually	 include	 square	 and	 rectangular	 paintings,	 masks,	

boxes	 and	 figurines.	 The	 most	 popular	 size	 that	 Vaikuntam	 produces	 for	 Lepakshi	 is	 a	

standard	12”	by	8”	painting,	which	usually	bears	a	simple	singular	scene	like	a	marriage,	a	

deity,	a	king	mounted	on	an	elephant,	a	generic	village	scene	with	huts	and	farming	activity,	

and	more	recently	as	Vaikuntam	mentioned,	portraits	of	Buddha	and	Jesus	for	what	he	calls	

‘non-Hindu’	customers.		

It	is	with	larger	paintings,	with	an	average	size	of	approximately	6ft	by	3ft	that	these	artists	

can	render	mythologies,	most	popular	ones	being	the	marriage	ceremony	of	Ram	and	Sita,	

the	 churning	 of	 the	 ocean	 by	 Krishna,	 and	 the	 courtship	 between	 Krishna	 and	 his	 lover	

Radha.	However	it	 is	usually	the	most	recognizable	scenes	and	episodes	that	are	depicted,	

the	popularity	of	which	has	been	nurtured	by	 the	history	of	public	consumption	owing	 to	

the	plethora	of	television	shows	dedicated	to	Indian	epics	like	Mahabharata	and	Ramayana	

since	the	advent	of	the	Indian	broadcasting	network	in	the	1980s.		
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Samples	of	the	more	standard	size	paintings	(12’	x	8”)	produced	in	the	studio	for	Lepakshi	
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A	larger	canvas	depicting	Rama	and	Sita’s	marriage	from	the	Ramayana.	July	2013.	

In	her	study	of	the	excess	of	religious	imagery	in	the	Indian	market	following	the	revival	of	

Hindu	nationalism	 in	 the	 late	1980s,	Kajri	 Jain	discusses	 the	 relationship	between	cultural	

forms	and	the	economic,	social	and	political	practices	in	which	they	are	situated	(Jain	2007).	

Because	the	resurgence	of	crafts	 in	 India	was	an	effort	on	the	part	of	 liberal	modernity	to	

impose	an	identity	on	Indian	artisans	and	consumers,	the	circulation	of	vernacular	religious	

forms	 in	 the	 market,	 Jain	 claims,	 has	 come	 to	 question	 the	 relationship	 between	 public	

sphere	and	the	place	of	religion,	art	and	commerce	(Jain	2007).	She	writes,			

…	 in	 the	 context	 of	 these	 images,	 postcolonial	 subjects	 function	 across	

epistemically	disjunct	yet	performatively	networked	worlds:	the	worlds	of	

bourgeois-liberal	and	neoliberal	modernism	on	the	one	hand	and	those	of	

‘‘vernacular’’	discourses	and	practices	on	the	other….	Vernacularity	is	not	

pure,	systemic,	temporally	primordial,	or	territorially	bounded;	it	speaks	to	
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the	 heterogeneity	 of	 postcolonial	 idioms	 and	 forms	 of	 experience	 while	

addressing	 their	 contemporaneity	 and	 currency,	 and	 their	 implicitly	

subordinate	 relation	 to	 hegemonic	 forms	 of	 discourse	 and	 practice	 (in	

short,	their	subalternity)…	(Jain	2007:	14)		

	

	

A	larger	canvas	which	was	prepared	on	order	by	the	Lepakshi	outlet	in	New	Delhi.	July	2013.	

	

On	one	of	my	many	visits	to	the	studio,	there	was	a	pile	of	coloured	paper	envelops	on	the	

table,	with	Vaikuntam	and	Vanaja	working	on	 them.	 This	was	 a	 sudden	order	which	 they	

received	 from	 Lepakshi.	 Vaikuntam	 picked	 up	 a	mustard	 coloured	 envelop	which	 he	 had	

embellished	and	asked	“Is	this	nice?”	The	bottom	left	corner	of	the	envelope	had	two	hands	

playing	a	tabla.46	The	appearance	of	the	two	hands	out	of	mid-air	was	appealing.	However	

Vaikuntam	stripped	me	of	any	artistic	delusions	when	he	said	“It’s	not	paying	me	much,	that	

																																																													
46	Tabla	is	an	Indian	percussion	instrument	similar	to	the	bongo	
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is	why	I’m	doing	less	work	on	it.”	Vaikuntam	had	purchased	the	hand-made	paper	envelopes	

at	a	rate	of	Rs	10	per	envelope	and	intended	on	selling	it	to	Lepakshi	at	Rs	40	per	piece.		
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He	expounded,	

I	cannot	give	any	rate	to	Lepakshi.	I	have	to	be	aware	of	the	prices	of	other	

products	 in	 the	market.	 There	 are	 similar	 handicraft	 from	other	 states	 –	

paintings,	masks,	dolls…	you	name	it.	I	have	to	sell	my	work	in	the	market	

based	on	 the	kind	of	 competition	 there	 is.	 I	 visit	different	 showrooms	 in	

Hyderabad…	I	have	to	visit	these	showrooms,	see	their	products	and	their	

prices.	 Accordingly	 I	 have	 to	 fix	 my	 rates.	 This	 work	 is	 not	 considered	

professional;	 it	 is	 traditional	 work.	 The	 professional	 is	 considered	 a	

specialist.	He	makes	objects	that	are	one	of	a	kind;	which	is	why	there	is	a	

different	kind	of	demand.	A	modern	artist	creates	his	own	unique	kind	of	

work,	which	is	why	he	can	claim	any	rate	he	wishes.	He	doesn’t	care	about	

competition,	 because	 his	 work	will	 always	 have	 demand.	 But	 traditional	

work	usually	doesn’t	have	that	kind	of	demand.	

Concentrating	 on	 indigenous	 artisans	 in	 Ecuador,	 Colloredo-Mansfeld	 looks	 at	 the	 way	

under	 conditions	 of	 revitalization	 brought	 about	 by	 neoliberalism,	 communities	 at	 the	

margins	 of	 capitalism	 construct	 ‘competition’	 as	 an	 economic	 and	 moral	 field	 and	 place	

themselves	within	it	(Colleredo-Mansfeld	2002).	Following	this	lead,	two	things	come	to	the	

fore	 from	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 negotiates	 with	 the	 market.	 First,	 his	

acknowledgement	of	 the	hierarchy	between	 ‘professional’	and	 ‘traditional’	work	points	 to	

the	way	in	which	“the	internal	discourse	of	competition	naturalizes	these	inequalities	as	an	

acceptable	community	condition”	(Colloredo-Mansfeld	2002:	114).	It	is	the	recognition	and	

acceptance	among	artisans	 that	 their	 respective	crafts	are	collectively	 situated	away	 from	

what	 is	 considered	 ‘professional	 art’,	 that	 they	 almost	 consider	 it	 futile	 to	 compete	with	

‘professional’	 artists,	 and	 hence	 the	 restriction	 of	 their	 competition	 within	 the	 realm	 of	

‘traditional’	 art	 is	not	 simply	derivative	of	 capital,	but	of	 structural	 relations	built	 through	

discourse.	 Second,	 in	 concentrating	 competition	within	 the	 realm	of	 traditional	work,	 the	

market	 creates	 conditions	 where	 “competing	 in	 the	 production	 and	 sale	 of	 commodities	

consolidates	 cultural	 identities	 and	 community	 commitments	 even	 as	 it	 produces	 sharp	

differences	in	material	well-being”	(Colloredo-Mansfeld	2002:	114).	
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The	above	anecdote	about	 the	envelopes	then	provides	us	with	a	context	 to	appraise	 the	

way	 in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 ‘manages’	 competition	 in	 the	 market.	 This	 task	 of	 managing	 –	

which	he	does	by	modifying	prices	of	his	wares	depending	upon	other	craft	products	in	the	

market	 –	 then	 not	 only	 enters	 the	 ambit	 of	 the	 craft	 practice,	 but	 to	 my	 mind	 also	 is	

indicator	 of	 practitioners	 having	 an	 objective	 understanding	 of	 their	 location.	 This	

Vaikuntam	reveals	when	he	says	that	unlike	 ‘traditional’	artists	 like	him	 ‘a	modern	artist…	

can	claim	any	rate	he	wishes.	He	doesn’t	care	about	competition’.					

	

What	comes	to	‘consolidate	cultural	identities’	is	the	very	discourse	that	Vaikuntam	alludes	

to,	namely	construction	of	‘traditional’	and	‘professional’	artists	as	discrete	categories.	Over	

the	course	of	 this	ethnography	we	shall	and	have	already	encountered	 the	ways	 in	which	

the	 epistemology	 of	 these	 discrete	 categories	 corresponds	 with	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	

definition	 of	 crafts	 has	 been	 historically	 constructed	 as	 a	 result	 of	 resistance	 to	

industrialization,	 colonization	 and	 modernization.	 However	 from	 Vaikuntam’s	 narrative	

about	professional	and	traditional	work,	it	seems	that	as	a	‘craftsperson’	whose	subjectivity	

has	been	created	by	the	historical	distinction	between	craft	as	‘traditional’	and	‘modern	art’	

as	‘professional’,	Vaikuntam	is	aware	of	this	constructed	distinction,	and	his	location	within	

that	 history.	 In	 fact,	 one	 also	 begins	 to	 question,	 how	 much	 of	 this	 distinction	 is	 the	

craftsperson	interested	in	maintaining	or	performing?	

	

Venkatesan	 considers	 the	 space	 created	 and	 occupied	 for	 ‘traditional	 Indian	 craft’	 as	 an	

example	of	Foucault’s	heterotopia,47	where	people	(craftspeople),	processes	(tradition)	and	

objects	(handicrafts)	are	“made	central	to	a	project	in	line	with	certain	Utopian	visions,	and	

thereby	partially	objectified	by	powerful	others”	(Venkatesan	2009:	79).	Within	the	category	

of	 ‘powerful	 others’,	 Venkatesan	 includes	 politicians,	 thinkers,	 members	 of	 development	

organizations,	and	other	urban	elites.	It	is	this	category,	as	Vaikuntam	claims,	which	artisans	

and	craftspeople	rely	upon	for	patronage.	It	is	also	this	category	of	‘powerful	others’	which	

June	Nash	focused	upon	during	her	discussion	about	a	reverse	flow	of	goods	from	erstwhile	

																																																													
47	Foucault	defines	the	heterotopia	as	a	space	in	which	to	socially	realize	utopia,	which	is	an	'imagined	perfect	
place	or	state	of	things'	
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colonies	 to	 industrial	 centres	 of	 the	 world	 –	 namely	 urban	 consumers	 of	 objects	 of	

handicraft	production	(Nash	1993).	She	writes,		

Western	consumers	want	to	know	more	about	the	products	and	producers	

of	 the	 items	 they	 are	 buying…	 the	 activity	 of	 buying	 a	 handicraft	 may	

imbue	 the	purchaser	with	a	 sense	of	buying	 tradition,	or	of	 supporting	a	

struggling	community	of	workers	(Nash	1993:	2).	

It	 was	 while	 responding	 to	 this	 historical	 process	 of	 constructing	 hand-made	 objects	 as	

‘native’,	 ‘traditional’,	 ‘authentic’,	 and	 hence	 desirable,	 especially	 by	 “urban	 elites	 and	

diasporic	 communities…	 seeking	 to	 interrogate	 and	 reconstruct	 their	 identities…	 in	 a	

fragmented	 and	 globalizing	 world”	 (Scrase	 2003:	 457)	 that	 artisans	 and	 craftspeople	

themselves	 began	 to	 co-author	 their	 location	 within	 this	 invented	 tradition.48	 Speaking	

about	 the	 aesthetic	 development	 of	 Piste	Maya	 art	 tradition	 from	 Chichen	 Itza,	 Mexico,	

which	began	with	the	influx	of	the	tourist	industry	since	the	1980s,	Quetzil	Castaneda	notes	

how	artists	and	artisans	came	to	realize	that	one	specific	kind	of	wood	carving,	which	was	a	

fairly	 recent	 introduction	 within	 the	Maya	 aesthetic,	 was	 being	 bought,	 and	 not	 sold,	 as	

‘traditional	handicraft’.	As	Castaneda	surmises,		

It	was	 intrinsically	a	 transcultural	phenomenon	 in	which	an	 individual	 re-

appropriated	 his	 cultural	 past,	 both	 approximating	 that	 past	 as	 properly	

belonging	 to	 him	 and	 using	 it	 to	 mirror	 an	 identity	 for	 the	 Other	 to	

consume,	all	in	a	contact	zone	of	archaeological	tourism	(Castaneda	2004:	

23).		

It	 is	 therefore	within	 this	 transcultural	 zone,	where	 urban	 ethical	 and	 aesthetic	 concerns	

intersect	with	 constructions	 of	 rural	 village	 life	 and	 culture,	 that	 those	 at	 the	margins	 of	

mainstream	economy	and	state	compete	with	one	another	in	a	bid	for	‘patronage’;	and	one	

of	the	most	potent	ways	of	doing	that	is	by	performing	the	‘traditional’	and	‘native’	qualities	

of	the	craft.		

I	 remember	an	occasion	when	 I	walked	 into	Vaikuntam’s	workshop	and	 found	 it	 crowded	

with	people.	A	group	of	Fine	Art	students	from	Jawaharlal	Nehru	Architecture	and	Fine	Arts	

																																																													
48	See	Hobsbawm	and	Ranger	(eds.)	1983.	
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University	 (JNAFAU),	 Hyderabad,	 were	 on	 a	 tour	 of	 craft	 skill	 demonstrations	 around	

Hyderabad,	and	Vaikuntam’s	studio	was	one	of	them.		

Some	 10-12	 boys	 and	 girls	 squeezed	 themselves	 in	 the	 studio.	 From	 amidst	 the	 heads,	

Vaikuntam	and	I	sneaked	a	gesture	of	acknowledgement	to	one	another.	He	was	seated	on	

the	plastic	chair,	behind	his	modified	table.	On	the	table	was	 lying	an	unfinished	painting,	

which	Vaikuntam	explained	was	the	Ramayana.		

On	cue	from	the	lecturer	who	was	supervising	the	tour,	Vaikuntam	started	to	talk	about	his	

craft	 and	 his	 paintings.	 The	 dialogue	 between	 him	 and	 his	 audience	was	 in	 Telugu,	 but	 I	

could	tell	from	familiar	words	like	‘naqqashi’	and	‘traditional’,	and	gestures	like	pointing	to	

the	photograph	of	his	father	and	the	picture	of	the	kul-devtaa	 that	Vaikuntam	was	talking	

about	the	history	of	the	practice.		

Soon	camera-equipped	cell	phones	emerged	on	the	scene,	pointing	their	gaze	to	Vaikuntam.	

It	 was	 interesting	 to	 note	 how	 Vaikuntam	 would	 quite	 frequently	 turn	 his	 gaze	 to	 the	

cameras	and	talk	to	them,	and	then	return	to	addressing	the	people	holding	them.	Vanaja	

stood	quietly	at	the	back.	 I	seated	myself	at	a	distance,	enjoying	a	privileged	panorama	of	

the	 audience.	 After	 speaking	 and	 answering	 curiosities	 for	 the	 next	 30-35	 minutes,	

Vaikuntam	took	out	little	strips	of	almost	finished	paintings,	depicting	singular	scenes,	and	

began	outlining	them	with	black	paint.	This	was	the	demonstration	bit	of	the	tour.		

In	the	meantime,	Vanaja	made	her	way	through	the	crowd	to	the	back	of	the	studio.	From	

inside	 the	 cupboards	 there,	 she	 took	 out	 specimens	 of	masks,	 toys,	 small	 paintings,	 and	

placed	them	on	an	adjoining	table	covered	with	white	cloth.	Soon	the	place	turned	into	an	

exhibition-cum-sale.	 The	 husband-wife	 duo	 spent	 a	 couple	 of	 minutes	 explaining	 the	

process	of	making	the	toys	and	masks.	After	about	an	hour	and	fifteen	minutes,	it	was	time	

for	 the	 troupe	 to	 carry	 on	 their	 journey.	 Their	 next	 stop	was	Warangal	 to	 see	 the	 1000-

pillared	temple.49	I	got	an	opportunity	to	briefly	speak	to	one	of	the	lecturers	present,	who	

let	me	know	the	purpose	behind	such	a	tour,	

																																																													
49	The	1000-pillared	temple	or	Rudreshwara	Swamy	Temple	is	located	in	Warangal	city	(the	second	largest	city	
in	 Telangana),	 and	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 built	 between	 the	 period	 1175–1324	 AD	 by	 order	 of	 the	 Kakatiya	
emperor,	Rudra	Deva	
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We	 as	 teachers	 are	 responsible	 for	 giving	 the	 students	 new	 openings.	

Many	of	them	are	borrowing	the	techniques	of	traditional	 folk	art	 forms.	

They	get	inspired	by	these	traditional	designs;	so	they	can	definitely	apply	

these	 to	 contemporary	 art	 practices.	 It	 is	 therefore	 essential	 for	 the	

students	 to	 know	 the	 traditional	background	of	 these	paintings.	Because	

you	see,	after	 the	British	advent,	 students	have	only	known	modern	and	

contemporary	 art.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 know	 the	 importance	 of	 these	 art	

practices	 as	 well.	 Only	 when	 they	 see	 it	 with	 their	 own	 eyes,	 will	 they	

understand	the	depth	of	 this	practice.	That	 is	why	 it	 is	very	 important	 to	

visit	these	sites.	It	is	very	crucial	to	know	the	rules	of	the	practice.	

What	 kept	 coming	 to	my	mind	as	 the	 lady	was	 talking	 to	me	was	 “To	what	extent	 is	 this	

distinction	 between	 ‘traditional	 design’	 and	 ‘contemporary	 art	 practice’	 exacerbated	

through	a	 ‘crafts	 tour’?”	 The	 fact	 that	 these	 students	were	brought	out	of	 the	 city	on	an	

excursion,	 and	 were	 squeezed	 into	 this	 one-room	 studio	 in	 a	 village	 was,	 in	 my	 mind,	

sufficient	indication	for	the	way	in	which	both	the	‘traditional’	and	the	‘contemporary’	insist	

on	 their	 distinction.	 Moreover	 it	 was	 precisely	 in	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 actively	

participated	 in	 this	 construction	 and	 performance	 of	 ‘tradition’	 through	 his	 narratives	 of	

origin	and	his	‘demonstration’	of	the	craft,	that	his	studio	was	transformed	into	a	hyper-real	

diorama,	 historically	 similar	 to	 the	 ones	 which	 Mathur	 explores	 during	 the	 nineteenth	

century	colonial	expositions.	While	looking	at	the	case	living	ethnological	displays	of	Indian	

artisans	at	the	Colonial	and	Indian	Exhibition	held	in	London	in	1886,	Mathur	writes,		

I	take	the	subject's	"awareness	of	his	own	world	and	his	will	to	change	it"	

as	 a	 point	 of	 departure,	 however	 "feeble	 and	 tragically	 ineffective"	 that	

awareness	may	have	been	given	the	density	of	historical	circumstances	in	

any	 particular	 instance…	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 "living	 display"	 reminds	 us	

that	 anthropological	 subjects	 are	 also	 living	 beings	 whose	 movements,	

desires,	motives,	and	tactics	in	highly	charged	ideological	landscapes	have	

never	 been	 adequately	 contained	 by	 anthropology's	 representational	

forms	(Mathur	2000:	493;	516).	
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Thus	both	instances,	the	‘craft	tour’	and	Mathur’s	analysis	of	the	historical	‘living	display’	of	

subjects,	resonate	with	the	‘heterotopic’	world	that	Venkatesan	claims	is	created	to	house	

handicrafts.	 The	 craft	 tour	 and	 the	 exhibition,	 both	 signify	 spaces	 and	 times	 where	

practitioners	 act	 effectively	 to	 give	 meaning	 to	 the	 social	 milieu	 within	 which	 they	 are	

located	 (Venkatesan	 2011).	 However	 in	 addition	 to	Mathur’s	 claims	 I	 would	 like	 to	 draw	

attention	 to	 the	way	 in	which	Vaikuntam	constructs	 the	difference	between	his	work	and	

that	of	a	professional’s.	What	does	he	make	of	his	own	work?	I	shall	try	and	understand	how	

Vaikuntam’s	perception	of	his	 traditional	work	 is	only	a	part	of	 the	history	of	 a	discourse	

that	 has	 qualified	 metropolitan	 art,	 or	 art	 produced	 in	 urban	 India,	 as	 ‘unique’	 and	

‘innovative’.	

Aurogeeta	Das	 suggests	 that	 the	market	 value	which	metropolitan	art	enjoys	 	over	 ritual,	

folk	and	tribal	art	–	usually	clubbed	together	as	‘traditional’	art	–	has	its	roots	in	the	way	in	

which	 the	nineteenth	and	 twentieth	 century	 Indian	nationalist	project	 struggled	against	 a	

European	 bias	 to	 deem	 Indian	 aesthetics	 befitting	 of	 ‘fine	 arts’	 as	 conceived	 in	 the	West	

(Das	2010).	 50	This	period	was	therefore	marked	by	dialectics	between	allegiance	to	a	pre-

colonial	 indigenous	past	 and	an	 approach	 to	 the	burgeoning	modernity	 in	 Europe	 (Mitter	

1994).	While	 the	 nationalist	 agenda	was	met	 initially	 by	 the	 native	 or	 local	 artist,	 it	 was	

emergence	of	 figures	 like	Raja	Ravi	Varma,	Amrita	Sher-Gil,	Rabindranath	Tagore,	Nandlal	

Bose	 and	 Jamini	Roy,	who	employed	western	 training	 and	 techniques	 to	 articulate	 Indian	

subjects	 and	 themes.	Although	what	brought	 these	 artists	 and	 their	 art	 together	was	 the	

representation	of	 the	 folk;	 it	was	 their	 individualistic	 pictorial	 styles,	 combined	with	 their	

urban	 selves	 that	 loomed	 large.	 Das	 suggests	 that	 compared	 to	 the	 distinct	 and	 dynamic	

ways	in	which	these	artists	captured	their	subjects,	namely	Indian	village	folk,	the	erstwhile	

aesthetic	conventions	of	ritual,	folk	and	tribal	arts	began	to	viewed	as	unchanging,	prone	to	

rigid	formulas,	and	repetitive	(Das	2010).	

However	 what	 I	 would	 like	 to	 briefly	 focus	 on	 is	 the	 way	 in	 which	 philosophers	 of	 craft	

(Sennett	 2008;	 Ingold	 2011)	 have	 focused	 on	 the	 difference	 on	 the	 myth	 of	 ‘repetition’	

within	craft.	To	begin,	I	appreciate	the	distinction	offered	by	literary	theorist	Bruce	Kawin’s	

between	‘repetitious’	work,	implying	recurrence	without	any	additional	or	different	energy,	

																																																													
50	Das	advocates	that	folk,	ritual	and	tribal	art,	which	are	more	often	used	as	synonyms	for	craft,	warrant	their	
own	distinct	histories	and	trajectories	(Das	2010).	
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and	‘repetitive’	work,	which	implies	added	force	and	intensity;	 it	 is	through	the	latter	that	

an	artist	creates	form	(Kawin	1972)	.	Elaborating	on	this	distinction	Sennett	writes,		

Doing	 something	over	and	over	 is	 stimulating	when	organized	as	 looking	

ahead.	 The	 substance	 of	 the	 routine	 may	 change,	 metamorphose,	

improve,	 but	 the	 emotional	 payoff	 is	 one’s	 experience	 of	 doing	 it	 again.	

There’s	nothing	strange	about	this	experience.	We	all	know	it;	it	is	rhythm.	

Built	 into	 the	contractions	of	 the	human	heart,	 the	 skilled	 craftsman	has	

extended	rhythm	to	the	hand	and	the	eye	(Sennett	2008:	175).	

What	Sennett	therefore	suggests	is	that	‘practice’	–	in	music,	in	craft,	in	sports,	in	theatre	–	

is	a	 form	of	narrativizing,	because	 it	 facilitates	movement	 forward,	where	 the	subsequent	

moment	is	pregnant	with	the	force	of	moments	gone	by.	And	it	is	within	this	narrativization,	

that	 takes	 place	 in	 time,	 that	 Butler	 locates	 the	 emergence	 of	 history;	 for	 it	 is	 through	

imperfect	repetitions	that	innovation	and	change,	namely	newness,	 is	brought	forth	in	the	

world	(Butler	2005).	To	elucidate	further,	Inglod	reminds	us,		

…	 [T]here	 is	 no	 rhythm	 in	 the	 mechanical	 oscillations	 of	 a	 determining	

system	such	as	a	pendulum,	which	periodically	returns	to	its	exact	starting	

point.	Likewise	the	mechanically	operated,	rotary	saw	feels	nothing,	and	is	

wholly	 unresponsive	 to	 what	 is	 going	 on	 while	 it	 cuts.	 It	 is	 precisely	

because	no	two	strokes	are	identical	that	the	back-and-forth	movement	of	

the	handsaw,	unlike	 the	 spinning	of	 the	 rotary	 cutter,	 is	 rhythmic	 rather	

than	metronomic.	Rhythmicity…	implies	not	just	repetition	but	differences	

within	repetition.	Or	to	put	it	another	way,	fluent	performance	is	rhythmic	

only	 because	 imperfections	 in	 the	 system	 call	 for	 continual	 correction	

(Ingold	2011:	60).		

Returning	 to	 our	 discussion	 on	 how	 the	 assumption	 and	 perception	 of	 ‘traditional’	 art	 as	

‘repetitive’	and	lacking	innovation	is	primarily	a	function	of	“consumerist	art	market”,	 	Das	

draws	 on	 the	 writing	 of	 art	 historians	 and	 critics	 like	 Coomaraswamy,	 Jagadish	

Swaminathan,	 Jyontindra	 Jain,	 Nancy	 Adajania	 and	 Ghulamohammed	 Sheikh	 (Das	 2010:	
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120).51	 	 She	 sites	 Sheikh,	 who	 according	 to	 her,	 comes	 closest	 in	 explaining	 this	

phenomenon,	

Since	 making	 pictures…	 on	 walls	 of	 houses	 is	 a	 community	 act	 in	 most	

tribal	 societies,	 it	 is	 conducted	 largely	by	non-professionals	 including	 the	

residents	themselves.	The	practice	does	not	involve	monetary	transactions	

between	 the	 ‘maker’	 and	 the	 ‘user’,	 the	 two	 often	 being	 the	 same.	

Rewards,	if	any,	may	be	in	kind	or	in	acknowledgement	of	individual	skills	

by	 the	 clan.	 How	 would	 such	 works,	 removed	 from	 the	 site	 of	 their	

genesis,	function	when	put	for	sale	as	commodities	for	anonymous	buyers	

in	a	city	art	gallery?	In	such	a	set	up,	it	is	customary	and	part	of	a	familiar	

polemic	 to	 pair	 ‘folk’	 and	 ‘tribal’	 with	 ‘craft’	 while	 ‘modern’	 and	

‘contemporary’	 remain	 in	 the	 category	of	 ‘art’.	One,	 viewed	as	 ritualistic	

and	 convention-bound	 is	 generally	 regarded	 as	 part	 of	 a	 collective	

tradition	probe	to	repetition,	rigid	formulas	and	resistance	to	change.	The	

other	 perceived	 as	 change-oriented	 is	 termed	 ‘free’,	 ‘dynamic’,	

‘individualistic,’	with	an	accent	on	originality:	a	self-image	which	is	part	of	

a	 historical	 consciousness	 whereas	 the	 perception	 of	 the	 other	 is	

ahistorical	and	timeless.	(Sheikh	1998:	18)	(Das	2010:	124)	

Here	Sheikh	is	referring	to	the	late	artist	Jangarh	Singh	Shyam,	the	fore-runner	of	what	we	

know	today	as	Gond	art.52	Jangarh	Shyam	belonged	to	the	bardic	community	of	Pardhans	in	

Madhya	 Pradesh;	 they	 were	 a	 community	 of	 story-tellers,	 priests	 and	 musicians	 of	 the	

Gonds.	Around	the	1930s	with	the	strengthening	of	the	British	administration,	the	position	

of	the	Gonds	weakened,	and	so	did	their	patronage	to	the	Pardhans.	Giving	up	their	stories	

and	 music,	 most	 of	 the	 Pardhan	 community	 either	 moved	 to	 the	 cities	 for	 odd	 jobs,	 or	

turned	 to	 small	 agriculture.	 During	 the	 1980s,	 Swaminathan,	 as	 Director,	 Roopankar	

Museum	 of	 Tribal	 Art	 in	 Bhopal	 (capital	 city	 of	Madhya	 Pradesh),	 organized	 surveys	 and	

																																																													
51	Swaminathan	was	a	reputed	Indian	artist,	painter,	poet	and	writer	of	the	twentieth	century;	Jyontindra	Jain	
is	 an	 art-historian	 and	 critic,	 and	 was	 Director,	 National	 Crafts	 Museum,	 New	 Delhi;	 Nancy	 Adajania	 is	 a	
cultural	theorist	and	independent	curator;	Ghulammohammed	Sheikh	is	a	reputed	Indian	contemporary	artist.		
	
52	The	Gonds	are	among	the	largest	tribes	in	Central	India,	who	as	such	are	not	known	to	have	a	strong	history	
in	visual	arts;	predominantly	centred	in	Madhya	Pradesh,	they	are	present	in	significant	numbers	in	the	states	
of	Madhya	Pradesh,	Andhra	Pradesh,	Maharashtra,	Chhattisgarh	and	Odisha	
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drives	to	document	and	preserve	folk	and	tribal	artworks	in	the	region	of	Madhya	Pradesh.	

Jangarh	 Shyam	was	 discovered	 during	 one	 of	 these	 drives.	Hindi	 poet	 and	writer	Udayan	

Vajpeyi,	in	his	biography	of	this	‘Gond	tradition’,	Jangarh	Kalam	(The	art	of	Jangarh)	writes,	

Using	 a	 unique	 style	 Jangarh	 Singh	 Shyam	 used	 to	 etch	 stories,	 even	

though	 untold,	 that	were	 still	 rife	within	 the	 Pardhan	 community.	 In	 his	

compositions	 lived	 gods	 and	 goddesses	 who	 were	 till	 now	 only	 in	 the	

memory	of	the	diverse	stories	of	the	Pardhans.	Jangarh	was	the	only	such	

painter	 in	 the	village,	none	of	 the	other	Pardhans	painted	 (Vajpeyi	2010:	

28).	

Under	 the	 mentorship	 of	 Swaminathan,	 Jangarh	 was	 encouraged	 in	 his	 technique	 and	

became	 an	 instant	 international	 sensation	 when	 his	 worked	 showed	 at	 the	 Pompidou	

Centre,	Paris	in	1989.	As	he	and	his	form	gained	popularity,	Shyam	involved	members	of	his	

community	to	gain	from	this	economic	prosperity.	Soon,	with	the	number	of	Pardhan	artists	

swelling	under	Shyam’s	patronage,	Gond	art	started	flooding	galleries	and	auction	houses.	

But	 it	was	owing	 to	 the	genesis	of	 this	 form	and	 its	geographical	 roots	 that	Gond	art	was	

considered	“tribal	tradition	founded	in	the	city”	(Das	2010:	122).	The	‘individuality’	of	Gond	

art,	most	precious	to	the	market,	then	was	not	so	much	built	on	the	abilities	of	 individual	

artists,	but	on	the	fact	that	these	village-based	artists	had	crossed	the	rural-urban	divide	to	

enter	 into	 a	 dialogue	 with	 modernity.	 As	 Vajpeyi	 notes,	 “You	 may	 have	 not	 heard	 of	

Jangarh,	but	you’d	recognize	Gond	art	if	you	saw	it”	(Vajpeyi	2010:	134).	In	fact	Shyam’s	son	

Mayank	 Shyam,	 also	 a	 practicing	 artist	 recounted	 an	 episode	 for	 Tehelka,	 a	 print-based	

Indian	news	bulletin,	where	during	a	press	coverage	for	his	first	show,	he	appeared	in	safari	

suit,	but	was	soon	yelled	at	by	one	of	the	press	correspondents,	‘Why	are	you	not	wearing	

traditional	clothing?’	Mayank	Shyam	went	and	changed.53	

Asking	the	question,	‘Who	are	the	folk	in	folk	art?’,	Joan	Benedetti	writes,		

Whether	 the	 communal	 aesthetic	 is	 based	upon	 familial,	 regional,	 tribal,	

occupational,	or	ethnic	identity,	in	each	case	the	roles	and	responsibilities	

																																																													
53	 See	 Nisha	 Susan,	 “Jangarh	 Singh	 Shyam	 nine	 years	 ago.	 Now,	 as	 his	 clan	 pushes	 his	 legacy,	 Gond	 art	 is	
becoming	 a	 rage	 abroad”,	 July	 31	 2010,	 Issue	 30,	 Vol.	 7.	 Available	 at	
http://www.tehelka.com/2010/07/jangarh-shyam-committed-suicide-nine-years-ago-now-as-his-clan-pushes-
his-legacy-gond-art-is-becoming-a-rage-abroad/		
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of	artists	and	audience	within	each	community	are	clear	and	comparable…	

The	failure	to	distinguish	between	those	art	forms	that	reflect	an	individual	

aesthetic	has	been	a	 serious	problem	 in	most	earlier	 conceptions	of	 folk	

art.	With	regard	to	twentieth	century	materials,	the	works	of	many	natives	

and	 visionaries	 have	been	 assigned	 the	designation	 ‘folk	 art’	 despite	 the	

fact	that	they	reflect	the	aesthetic	sensibilities	of	no	one	other	than	their	

creators	(Benedetti	1987:	5).	

In	2001,	at	 the	age	of	39,	 Jangarh	Singh	Shyam	committed	suicide	during	an	 international	

tour	working	 on	 a	 contract	 at	 the	Mithila	Museum	 in	Niigata,	 Japan,	where	 he	 had	 been	

brought	to	produce	a	body	of	work	for	a	monthly	salary	of	about	twelve	thousand	Rupees.	

Rashmi	 Varma	 in	 fact	 alludes	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 “the	 globalization	 of	 indigenous	 art	

production,	the	politics	of	the	postcolonial	state’s	relationship	to	tribal	or	adivasi	art	and	the	

aesthetic	challenges	of	interpreting	adivasi	art	in	today’s	world”	combined	to	create	a	“most	

remarkable”	 situation	where	 it	was	only	after	his	death	 that	 Jangarh	Shyam’s	art	entered	

into	 the	 consumption	 patterns	 of	 middle-class	 art	 consumers	 and	 collection	 practices	 of	

global	indigenous	art	(Varma	2013:	748).54			

Calling	his	death	“a	grim	reminder	of	the	growing	trafficking	of	unsung	artists	worldwide”,	

Yashodhara	Dalmia	writes	about	the	plight	of	tribal	artists,		

The	tribal	artist	 is	 free	(often	forced)	to	 live	within	or	 in	proximity	to	the	

modern,	 industrialised	 environment.	 Here	 he	 may	 wear	 a	 wrist	 watch,	

commute	on	a	motorbike.	..	but	if	he	wants	his	art	to	be	'recognised',	none	

of	 this	 should	 find	expression	 in	 it	 (Dalmia,	 in	Outlook	magazine,	 31	 July	

2001).	

For	 artists	 like	 Jangarh	 Shyam,	 who	 do	 blur	 the	 boundaries	 between	 ‘traditional’	 and	

‘professional’,	the	expectations	of	the	market	from	his	art	are	dichotomous.	The	artist	must	

demonstrate	 not	his	artistic	 temper	which	 is	 derived	 from	 collective	 imagination,	 but	 the	

conventions	of	an	imagined	tribal	life	constructed	through	the	figure	of	the	individual	artist.	
																																																													
54	Adivasi	refers	to	the	umbrella	term	to	refer	to	the	widely	heterogeneous	indigenous	groups	in	India,	also	
synonymous	to	‘tribal’.				
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This	Varma	claims	only	goes	to	alienate	the	artist	not	only	from	her	skill,	but	also	from	an	

innate	way	of	articulating	her	environment.	As	Varma	reiterates:	

The	emergence	of	Gond	art	has	to	be	understood	against	the	backdrop	of	

this	 long	(mis)engagement	with	primitive	culture	and	art	 in	the	history	of	

the	modern	world.	This	 requires	a	 radical	 shift	of	perception,	one	 that	 is	

resolutely	grounded	in	the	material	conditions	that	produce	primitivism	in	

the	 first	 place	 such	 that	 the	 primitive	 is	 first	 colonized,	 then	 annihilated	

and	then	appropriated	as	a	loss.	(Varma	2013:	751)	

Interestingly	 it	 is	 this	 expectation	 of	 the	market	 which	 Das	 also	 sees	 as	 constructing	 the	

agency	 that	non-metropolitan	artists	exercise	within	 the	market.	Vaikuntam	 today	 churns	

out	scores	of	paintings,	masks	and	 figurines	 for	state	emporia	 that	are	both	standard	and	

relatively	simplistic;	as	we	have	already	discussed	through	Chiarappa’s	approach,	it	is	owing	

to	their	commitment	to	their	identity	as	traditional	artists,	producing	repetitive	and	timeless	

art	 that	 craftpersons	 continue	 to	 receive	 patronage	 from	 the	 state	 and	 development	

agencies.	Thus	Vaikuntam’s	classification	of	his	work	as	‘traditional’	which	cannot	compete	

with	the	‘unique	work	of	professional	artists’	seconds	something	which	Das	also	talks	about,	

Ironically	traditional	artists	today	are	not	overly	concerned	about	whether	

their	work	is	called	repetitive,	 imitative	or	derivative,	except	 in	cased	like	

Jangarh…	professional	artists	whose	livelihood	suffers	from	such	labels.	In	

general,	other	non-metropolitan	traditions	develop	–	if	not	immune	to	the	

market,	certainly	resistant	to	it.	In	the	long	run,	hierarchical	labelling	hurts	

traditional	 artists	 less	 than	 it	 does	metropolitans,	 whose	 evasion	 of	 the	

past	 limits	 their	 historical	 resources	 and	 threatens	 to	 compromise	 their	

artistic	integrity”	(Das	2010:	132).	

The	 concern	 about	 ‘repetitive’	 work	 did	 however	 periodically	 come	 up	 during	 my	

conversations	with	Vaikuntam,	when	he	would	 refer	 to	 the	objects	he	crafts	 for	Lepakshi,	

which	 require	him	to	 reproduce	 iconographic	 images	and	 forms	on	a	mass-scale.	He	once	

told	me,		
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It	has	become	a	habit	now.	I	am	helpless.	This	is	what	earns	my	family	its	

livelihood.	I’ve	got	to	produce	that	which	is	in	demand.		

What	strikes	me	about	Vaikuntam’s	take	on	the	nature	of	his	everyday	work	 is	the	way	 in	

which	 he	 claims	 it	 to	 be	 “habit”	 and	 “helpless”.	 ‘Habit’	 refers	 to	 non-reflective	 action;	

however	 I	would	 apply	 it	 to	mean	 ‘getting	 used	 to’.	 Vaikuntam	 implies	 that	what	 he	 has	

gotten	used	to	is	actually	the	repetitious	nature	of	the	work.	The	fact	that	he	considers	what	

he	does	as	‘the	same	kind	of	work’	suggests	that	Vaikuntam	is	nevertheless	not	uncritical	of	

his	object	world	(Sennett	2008).	Thus,	following	what	has	been	already	discussed	about	the	

myth	 of	 repetition	 in	 ‘traditional	 art’,	 the	 ‘helplessness’	 and	 ‘habit’	 which	 Vaikuntam	

lamented	about	refers	not	to	the	way	he	repeated	his	style	and	technique,	for	that	was	the	

cognitive	foundation	of	his	skill,	but	to	the	way	in	which	he	re-employs	the	same	parameters	

of	 skill	 in	 reproducing	 certain	 fixed	 standards	 of	 ‘traditional	 art’,	 namely	 the	 generic	 and	

singular	imagery	which	he	churns	out	for	Lepakshi.		

In	her	ethnography	among	zari	embroidery	workers	in	Old	Delhi,	Mira	Mohsini	looks	at	the	

way	 in	which	their	everyday	articulations	of	experience	of	work	and	negotiations	with	the	

market	 blur	 the	 boundary	 between	 the	 categories	 artisan	 and	 labourer	 (Mohsini	 2016).	

While	 addressing	 the	 question,	 “Is	 it	 possible	 to	 become	 a	 non-artisan	 while	 doing	

handicraft?”		Mohsini	explores	the,	

the	 construction	 of	 ‘artisan’	 within	 a	 resilient	 binary	 in	 the	 scholarship:	

craft	as	heritage	versus	craft	as	exploitative	small-scale	 industry…	in	both	

cases,	the	persona	of	the	artisan	is	conceived	as	a	fixed	social	fact	whereby	

there	 is	 little	 room	 to	question,	 for	 example,	whether	 the	artisan…	even	

considers	herself	to	be	an	artisan	(Mohsini	2016:	242).	

Vaikuntam’s	 reference	 to	 himself	 as	 ‘helpless’	 then	 alludes	 to	 the	 changing	 economic	

conditions	 he	 is	 forced	 to	 adapt.	 In	 her	 discussion	 of	 the	 politics	 of	 commodification	 and	

consumption	of	primitive	art	 in	 India,	Varma	offers	a	critical	perspective	 through	Harvey’s	

‘accumulation	through	dispossession’	which	refers	to	that	moment	of	consciousness	within	

which	 the	producer	 is	 confronted	with	 the	 separation	 from	her	means	of	 production	and	

with	dispossession	from	her	land	and	labour.	As	Varma	expounds,		



88	
	

Harvey’s	 argument	 that	 capitalism	 creates	 an	 ‘other’	 that	 it	 can	 then	

violently	 subsume	 is	particularly	 relevant	 for	adivasi	art	as	 it	 struggles	 to	

find	a	place	within	established	art	institutions	such	as	the	museum	and	the	

global	 art	market	while	 also	 standing	out	 of	 place	within	 them	as	other,	

either	 excluded	 and	 annulled,	 or	 colonized	 and	 commodified.	 Its	

accumulation	 as	 a	 certain	 kind	 of	 affect	 towards	 a	 distant	 past	 enables	

national	 and	 transnational	 profiteering	 in	 the	 cultural	 realm,	 even	 as	 its	

accumulation	as	 ‘primitive’	or	exotic	art	 (that	 is	also	a	commodity)	 in	the	

contemporary	world	opens	up	new	spheres	of	trafficking	in	art	in	general.	

(Varma	2013:	751)	

But	instead	of	narrating	a	story	of	‘victimhood’	under	liberalization,	Vaikuntam’s	account	of	

himself	as	‘helpless’	refers	to	the	way	in	which	he	objectifies	within	language	the	alienated	

and	 disenchanted	 relation	which	 threatens	 his	 skill.	 By	 identifying	 his	 situation	 as	 one	 of	

‘helplessness’	 Vaikuntam	 creates	 a	 context	 within	 which	 he	 can	 not	 only	 re-imagine	 the	

potential	of	his	skill,	but	also	express	his	desire	to	reclaim	that	what	is	lost.	In	his	exploration	

into	the	consciousness	of	rebellion	among	Santhal	peasant-leaders	who	participated	in	the	

historical	 Santhal	 rebellion	 of	 1885,	 Dipesh	 Chakrabarty	 discovers	 documents	 whereby	

leaders	 explain	 their	 rebellion	 as	 an	 act	 carried	 out	 on	 the	 command	 of	 Santhal	 god,	

Thakur.55	 Vaikuntam’s	 account	 of	 himself	 as	 ‘helpless’	 is	 then	 not	 only	 about	 “himself	

declining	 agency	 or	 subjecthood	 in	 action”	 (Chakrabarty	 1998:	 476),	 but	 is	 also	 about	

establishing	that	critical	distance	from	this	dispossessed	self.				

‘Helpless’	 in	 other	 words	 refers	 to	 a	 condition	 of	 being	 which	 is	 temporally	 and	 spatially	

bound	 within	 crafts’	 encounter	 with	 global	 economy.	 Wilkinson-Weber’s	 study	 of	 the	

increasing	 commodification	of	 chikan	embroidery	 in	 Lucknow,	 India,	 similarly	 reveals	 that	

owing	to	the	demand	for	extremely	simplistic	and	inexpensive	designs,	which	constitute	the	

bulk	of	the	commercial	exchange	of	the	market,	artisans	were	acknowledging	their	 loss	of	

																																																													
55	Santhal	 refers	 to	 groups	of	people	who	are	 indigenous	 to	 the	Terai	 region	of	Nepal,	 and	 Indian	 states	of	
Jharkhand,	Orissa,	West	Bengal	and	Assam.	The	Santhal	rebellion,	popularly	called	Santhal	Hool	was	against	
British	colonial	authority	and	exploitative	practices	the	upper-caste	zamindari	system	in	the	Bengal	Presidency.	
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skill,	 since	 they	 restrict	 their	 prowess	 and	 training	 to	 simple	 patterns	 (Wilkinson-Weber	

1999).56		

Through	this	construction	of	their	experience	within	language,	artisans	also	draw	attention	

to	the	post-colonial	condition,	where	the	‘traditional’	and	‘native’	are	no	longer	valorised	for	

its	‘mysticism’,	but	appropriated	through	its	excessive	fetishizing	as	objects.	Jain	writes,	

Mass-cultural	 forms…	 demand	 a	 mode	 of	 analysis	 that	 can	 address	 the	

levels	of	signification	mobilized	by	multiplicity,	repetition,	and	circulation,	

while	icons…	demand	attention	to	forms	of	auratic	objecthood	that	do	not	

stem	 from	 authorial	 originality	 but	 from	 performative	 practices	 in	 the	

realm	of	circulation	and	reception	(Jain	2007:	18).	

The	above	discussion	on	Jangarh	Shyam	and	Vaikuntam’s	objectification	of	his	own	location	

can	be	framed	within	larger	and	inter-connected	contexts	–	the	globalization	of	indigenous	

art	production,	the	politics	of	the	postcolonial	state’s	relationship	to	indigenous	art,	and	the	

aesthetic	 challenges	 of	 interpreting	 indigenous	 art	 in	 today’s	 world	 (Varma	 2013).	 The	

relation	 between	 ‘repetition’	 and	 ‘individuality’	 is	 something	 one	 encounters	 in	 the	 way	

Vaikuntam	expresses	his	‘helplessness’	whereby	it	on	being	tradition/rule-bound	that	he	is	

able	to	create	value	for	himself	within	the	market.	However	in	the	case	of	Jangarh	Shyam,	

this	relation	is	a	more	complex	one	because	an	artist	like	Jangarh	stands	at	the	cross-roads	

of	 being	 located	within	 the	Gond	 collective	 identity,	 and	 an	 individual	 identity	 of	 being	 a	

genius	with	a	signature	value.	This	tension	that	arises	from	the	way	the	market	appropriates	

identity	of	the	work	and	of	the	artist	is	how	one	can	then	begin	to	reflect	upon	the	way	in	

which	 artisans	 come	 to	be	disenchanted	with	 their	 autonomy	and	 agency	over	 their	 own	

means	of	expression,	namely	their	art.					

IV. “…	THE	TIME	WHEN	I	CAN	EXPERIMENT”	

To	elucidate	further	on	the	ways	in	which	artisans	re-imagine	or	re-claim	a	skill	they	fear	is	

threatened	by	 producing	 ‘that	which	 is	 in	 demand’,	 I	want	 to	 recall	 the	 one	 time	when	 I	

																																																													
56	Chikan	is	a	technique	of	hand	embroidery	on	a	variety	of	textile	fabric	like	muslin,	silk,	chiffon,	organza,	net,	
etc.	The	centre	of	this	practice	is	Lucknow	in	northern	India.	
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visited	the	studio,	and	instead	of	seeing	the	usual	canvas	spread	over	his	table,	Vaikuntam	

had	pieces	of	square	glass	placed	on	it.	He	explained,	

I	am	trying	to	make	something	new	which	I	can	then	send	to	showrooms	

as	a	prototype.	I	am	relatively	free	now	because	I	 just	got	done	with	one	

lot	of	orders,	and	it	will	be	a	few	days	before	I	need	to	start	on	another	lot.	

This	 is	 the	 time	when	 I	 can	 ‘experiment’,	 otherwise	 I’m	 always	 stormed	

with	work.	

The	‘experiment’	that	Vaikuntam	was	conducting	was	painting	on	glass.	He	began	with	using	

enamel	colour	on	the	glass,	but	 later	moved	to	fabric	and	acrylic	on	different	corners	of	a	

glass	to	see	which	of	the	colours	would	endure.	I	was	already	informed	that	enamel,	fabric	

and	acrylic	colours	do	not	render	the	same	brightness	as	water	colours	did;	moreover	this	

was	glass,	which	would	probably	require	different	permutations	and	combinations	of	colour	

and	coating.		Finally,	it	was	acrylic	paint	that	Vaikuntam	seemed	most	satisfied	with.		

The	technique	which	Vaikuntam	employed	to	paint	on	glass	was	impressive.	Two	separate	

pieces	 of	 glass	were	 aligned.	 The	 one	 at	 the	 back	was	 filled	with	 the	 background	 colour,	

while	 the	 front	panel	had	only	 figures	drawn	and	coloured.	This	kind	of	 layering	gave	 the	

painting	a	certain	kind	of	depth.		
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Vaikuntam’s	‘experiment’	on	glass	with	enamel	colours	(22	July	2013)	

	

25	July	2013	
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Using	Turnbull’s	analysis,	Vaikuntam’s	studio	then	can	be	viewed	as	an	active	laboratory,	a	

site	of	experimental	practice	(Turnbull	1993).	Like	the	scientific	 laboratory,	Turnbull	claims	

that	 the	 artist’s	 studio	 too	 is	 a	 space	 which	 combines	 capital,	 skill	 and	 ‘local	 and	 tacit	

knowledge’	 to	 re-define	 the	 relationship	 between	 raw	 materials,	 techniques	 and	 social	

relations.	Studios,	 like	 laboratories	 then,	are	not	 simply	 inhabited	by	artists;	 they	are	also	

actively	constructed	through	the	performance	of	practice,	in	this	case	“the	performance	of	

experiments”	(Turnbull	1993:	322).	

	

	

Another	example	of	Vaikuntam’s	layering	technique	
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Interesting,	 in	White	 Collar:	 The	 American	 Middle	 Classes,	 C	 W	Mills,	 in	 his	 attempts	 to	

define	 the	character	of	a	“labourer	with	a	 sense	of	 craft”	 (Mills	1951:	222),	highlights	 the	

freedom	to	experiment	as	an	integral	part.	He	writes,		

The	labourer	with	a	sense	of	craft	becomes	engaged	in	the	work	in	and	for	

itself;	the	satisfactions	of	working	are	their	own	reward;	the	details	of	daily	

labour	are	connected	in	the	worker’s	mind	to	the	end	product;	the	worker	

can	control	his	or	her	own	actions	at	work;	skill	develops	within	the	work	

process;	work	 is	connected	to	the	freedom	to	experiment;	 finally,	 family,	

community,	 and	 politics	 are	 measured	 by	 the	 standards	 of	 inner	

satisfaction,	 coherence,	and	experiment	 in	 craft	 labour	 (Mills	1951:	222–

223).	

While	 ‘experiments’	on	 the	one	hand	were	 something	Vaikuntam	would	 conjure	 to	 ‘open	

up’	the	practice	by	employing	the	ingredients	into	new	equations,	on	the	other,	there	were	

few	rather	interesting	instances	where	Vaikuntam	was	given	a	private	commission	or	order,	

whereby	he	was	 supposed	 to	 replicate	 sections	 from	specimens	of	old	painting	or	 scrolls.	

Two	such	commissions	came	Vaikuntam’s	way	during	 the	course	of	my	 fieldwork;	 in	both	

cases	 sections	 of	 an	 old	 scroll	 were	 photographed,	 scans	 of	 which	 were	 emailed	 to	

Vaikuntam’s	elder	son	Rakesh.	Vaikuntam	informed	me	that	this	wasn’t	the	first	time	that	

he	had	taken	up	such	a	task.	

In	 the	 case	 of	 one	 of	 the	 commissions,	 the	 client,	 who	 I	 was	 told	 was	 from	 Pune,	

Maharashtra,	 had	 mentioned	 that	 the	 excerpt	 to	 be	 replicated	 was	 a	 scene	 from	 the	

Markendeya	Purana.	Vaikuntam	had	started	sharing	with	me	what	he	thought	he	would	find	

difficult	 to	accomplish	 in	such	a	piece	of	work,	or	 the	kind	of	 solutions	he	had	 in	mind	 to	

resolve	 them.	 In	 this	 particular	 piece	 Vaikuntam	 was	 concerned	 about	 recreating	 the	

different	shades	of	blue	which	one	found.	
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A	print	out	of	the	scanned	image	of	a	section	of	the	Markendeya	Puranam	which	Vaikuntam	was	

commissioned	to	replicate	

The	first	was	the	body	and	sari	colour	of	two	respective	figures,	which	according	to	him	was	

a	 shade	 in	between	a	blue	 and	 a	 steel	 grey;	 the	 second	was	of	 an	 elephant	which	was	 a	

darker	 shade	 of	 robin	 blue	 almost	 bordering	 on	 purple;	 the	 third	was	 a	milky	white	 blue	

which	 coloured	 the	 sari	 of	 another	 figure.	 	 Apart	 from	 the	 colours,	 Vaikuntam’s	 other	

concern	 was	 about	 the	 textures	 of	 the	 sari,	 especially	 the	 one	 which	 had	 the	 black	 and	

white	stripes.	Owing	to	the	stripes	and	posture	of	the	woman,	there	was	a	certain	texture	to	

the	way	in	which	the	saree	fell	on	the	woman’s	body.	Moreover	the	ends	of	the	garments	

too	were	serrated	which	was	more	stylized	than	the	ones	Vaikuntam	or	any	other	artist	was	

producing	these	days.	

It	 took	 round	 about	 three	 weeks	 for	 Vaikuntam	 to	 complete	 the	 painting.	 However	 he	

changed	some	of	the	elements;	instead	of	being	seated,	the	three	women	on	the	right	were	

shown	 standing.	 Vaikuntam	 however	 didn’t	 want	 me	 to	 take	 a	 picture	 claiming	 that	 he	

didn’t	think	 it	had	turned	out	according	to	his	expectation.	 I	wasn’t	sure	 if	Vaikuntam	was	

saying	the	truth,	or	whether,	owing	to	the	fact	that	it	was	a	private	order	for	someone	else,	

he	didn’t	want	 it	 to	be	photographed	before	 it	was	viewed	by	 its	 rightful	 ‘owner’.	 I	didn’t	

debate	over	 the	matter.	One	noticeable	difference	 that	 I	 found	was	 that	unlike	 the	 ‘wavy	
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effect’	 in	 the	original	picture,	 the	 loose	end	of	 the	saris	 in	Vaikuntam’s	painting	appeared	

very	crisp	and	straight.	Probably	that	was	what	he	was	referring	t	when	he	said	he	wasn’t	

happy	with	the	outcome.	I	chose	not	to	bring	that	up;	also	primarily	because	I	was	confident	

that	for	a	seasoned	artist	like	Vaikuntam,	such	a	detail	would	never	miss	his	eye.	Referring	

to	his	version	of	the	excerpt,	Vaikuntam	avowed,			

I	 enjoy	 doing	 such	 kind	 of	 new	 work.	 It	 is	 different	 than	 the	 work	 I	 do	

regularly.	 There	 are	 new	 things	 to	 learn.	 I	 get	 to	make	 new	 textures	 for	

clothes	 and	paint	with	different	 kinds	 of	 colours.	 Like	 here	 I	 have	mixed	

colour	used	on	the	body	with	engleekum	(stone	to	produce	red)	to	make	

this	dull	red	(referring	to	the	colour	of	the	sari	worn	by	the	third	lady	from	

the	right)	

It’s	been	around	40	years	that	I	have	been	doing	this	work.	I	was	18-years	

old	when	I	completed	my	first	scroll.	Since	then	I	can	see	a	lot	of	changes	

in	my	own	work.	Experience	and	practice	has	improved	my	skill.	But	I	still	

cannot	claim	myself	to	be	an	expert.	There	is	still	a	lot	to	learn.	When	I	see	

old	 specimens	 like	 these,	 I	 realize	 that	 I	 am	 nothing	 compared	 to	 the	

earlier	masters.	Learning	is	a	process	that	does	not	stop;	the	process	only	

ends	with	one’s	life.		

There	 is	 some	 significant	 difference	 in	 these	 old	 figures	 and	 the	 figures	

that	 I	usually	paint.	One	 is	the	elaborate	decor	 in	terms	of	costumes	and	

jewellery.	The	figures	that	I	paint	these	days	are	more	simply	dressed.	But	

if	 you	 see	paintings	of	old	 figures,	 you	will	notice	very	 intricate	work	 for	

their	 costumes	 and	 jewellery.	 The	 other	 difference	 pertains	 to	 the	

expression	of	the	figures’	faces.	The	faces	of	figures	in	earlier	paintings	are	

more	 stylized.	 So	 these	 are	 two	 things	 I	 have	 to	 be	 careful	 about	while	

replicating	this	painting	–	expressions	and	decor.	But	how	I	fill	them	is	upto	

my	imagination.	I	can	emboss	the	jewellery	with	my	own	designs.	That	way	

I	can	give	it	my	own	signature	style.	I	do	not	have	to	copy	everything	as	it	

is.	
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I	 see	 this	 as	 an	 opportunity	 to	 practice	 something	 rare…	which	 is	 why	 I	

have	taken	some	time	out	so	that	I	can	work	on	this	with	ease	and	leisure.	

One	requires	a	free	and	easy	disposition,	where	one	is	not	rushed,	but	can	

enjoy	every	bit	of	 the	process.	 This	 kind	of	work	you	will	 not	 find	 in	 the	

Lepakshi	 showrooms,	but	only	 in	 galleries.	 It	 is	 through	 such	work	 that	 I	

can	hope	to	gain	some	international	recognition.	

It	 was	 towards	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 as	we	 have	 discussed	 previously,	

Greenhalgh	claims	that	techne,	the	theory	and	practice	of	making,	was	artificially	spilt	 into	

mental	and	manual	processes,	where	art	was	related	to	the	power	of	the	imagination	and	

design,	and	craft	was	the	mechanical	rendition	of	that	design	(Greenhalgh	1997).	This	was	

what	 excluded	 craftspeople	 from	 the	ambit	of	 design,	 and	delivered	 them	as	 technicians,	

those	who	only	execute	plans	that	are	already	provided	to	them.	Expounding	on	‘the	image	

of	the	artist’,	art	historian	Geraldine	Pelles	writes,	

The	greater	separation	of	the	ordinary	artist,	and	not	only	the	genius,	from	

the	stigma	of	being	a	mere	craftsman	coincided	with	the	beginnings	in	the	

mid-eighteenth	 century	of	 the	displacement	of	 artisans	by	machines	and	

with	 the	 popularization	 of	 ideas	 of	 the	 freedom	 of	 the	 individual	 to	

determine	 his	 own	 destiny.	 And	 the	 qualities	 of	 individuality	 and	

originality,	which	later	were	prominent	in	the	theory	of	Romantic	art,	were	

concepts	 that	 pervaded	 values	 in	 life	 before	 they	 were	 widely	 used	 in	

connection	 with	 art….	 Although	 philosophers	 since	 the	 Renaissance	 had	

written	 about	 the	 integrity	 of	 the	 ego,	 the	 words	 ‘individuality’	 and	

‘originality’	were	not	used	extensively	until	the	eighteenth	century,	when	

they	 accompanied	 the	 development	 of	 the	 preference	 for	 that	 which	

‘distinguishes’	which	was	used	 in	the	context	of	 ideas	about	the	 ‘natural’	

man	(Pelles	1961:	126).	

This	 pervasive	 view	 found	 its	 way	 into	mid	 to	 late	 twentieth	 anthropological	 writings	 on	

what	 was	 postulated	 as	 ‘primitive	 art’,	 as	 we	 have	 already	 discussed	 through	 Geertz’s	

critique	 of	 the	 way	 in	 which	 western	 discourses	 considered	 art	 produced	 in	 ‘primitive	

societies’	as	based	on	‘unreflective	action’.	This	 is	also	similar	to	what	Das	refers	to	about	
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when	 she	 says	 that	 traditional	 craft	 is	 relegated	 to	 the	 realm	of	 copying	and	 imitating	 its	

tradition	 (Das	 2010).	 Thus	 when	 a	 commission	 requires	 Vaikuntam	 to	 replicate	 an	 old	

specimen	 of	 a	 painting,	 Vaikuntam	 is	 almost	 not	 expected	 to	 exercise	 his	 intellectual	

faculties,	but	simply	use	the	dexterity	of	his	kinetic	skills	to	reproduce	the	photograph.	The	

figure	 of	 the	 artist	 that	 the	market	 creates	 is	 then	 one	 that	 is	 readily	 exchangeable,	 and	

whose	 work	 was	 to	 only	 ‘replicate’,	 reminding	 us	 what	 Arjun	 Appadurai	 says	 about	 the	

‘perfect	 commodity’,	 which	 is	 “exchangeable	 with	 everything	 and	 anything	 else,	 as	 the	

perfectly	commoditized	world	would	be	one	in	which	everything	is	exchangeable	or	for	sale”	

(Appadurai	1986:	27).	

But	 herein	 lies	 a	 certain	 contradiction.	 If	 skilful	 replication	 is	 the	 objective,	 why	 did	 this	

particular	 client	 commission	 an	 artist	 sitting	 hundreds	 of	 kilometres	 away?	 Any	 trained	

individual	would	be	able	 to	deliver	 the	exact	 replication.	This	 is	where	 I	 feel	 that	 it	was	a	

desire	 for	 ‘authenticity’,	 that	 the	painting	after	all	 is	produced	at	 its	 true	source;	 that	 it	 is	

(re)produced	by	one	of	 its	 own,	 Vaikuntam,	who	belongs	 to	 the	 community	of	 traditional	

artists.	 This	 then	 elevates	 the	 painting	 for	 the	 consumer	 from	 being	 a	mere	 copy,	 to	 an	

authentic	one.	

But	 as	 seen	 from	 the	way	 in	which	Vaikuntam	 takes	 on	 the	 challenge,	what	we	here	 are	

calling	a	 ‘copy’	 is	 in	fact	for	him	an	opportunity	to	exercise	his	creative	 imagination.	What	

Vaikuntam	sees	 in	the	painting	 is	 the	extent	of	detailing	that	he	will	have	to	engage	with,	

which	as	we	 shall	 see	 in	a	 later	 chapter	 is	what	 characterises	 the	genius	of	 this	 art	 form.	

Thus,	as	Adamson	points	out,	the	‘copy’	for	Vaikuntam	in	a	way	is	an	‘ideal	state’	to	which	

he	must	aspire	(Adamson	2010).	Reproducing	Rachel	Weiss’	discussion	on	Cuban	art	group	

Los	Carpinteros,	Adamson	quotes,	

The	 replica	 is,	 in	 a	 way,	 the	 realm	 of	 pure	 craft.	 It	 is	 a	 vehicle	 par	

excellence	 for	 bravura	 displays	 of	 craftsmanship	 since,	 for	 one	 thing,	 its	

success	 is	 measured	 by	 the	 closeness	 of	 its	 resemblance.	 The	 mimetic	

object	has	no	 identity	of	 its	own,	no	proper	 content	or	meaning	beyond	

that	of	what	it	reproduces,	and	so	the	means	by	which	it	is	made	takes	on	

added	significance.	Its	objectness,	its	materiality,	its	form	absorb	the	force	
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that	 would	 otherwise	 arise	 from	 its	 ‘content’	 (Weiss,	 as	 quoted	 in	

Adamson	2010:	251).	

This	in	fact	is	reiterated	by	Vaikuntam	when	he	claims	how	he	embellishes	the	figures	in	the	

painting	using	his	 ‘own	style’.	 ‘Copying’	and	 the	 ‘copy’	 then	constitute	 fields	within	which	

which	artists	 enter	 into	 conversations	with	 their	own	 skill,	what	Vaikuntam	calls	 ‘my	own	

signature	style’.		

In	his	short	story,	“Pierre	Menard,	The	Author	of	the	Quixote”,	Argentinian	writer	Jorge	Luis-

Borges	creates	a	fictional	character	Pierre	Menard,	a	twentieth	century	French	writer,	who	

attempts	to	translate	Miguel	de	Cervante’s	seventeenth	century	Don	Quixote.	So	immersed	

is	 Menard	 in	 Quixote	 that	 he	 re-creates	 the	 text	 identically	 line-for-line.	 However	 Luis-

Borges	claims	that	what	Menard	produces	is	“almost	infinitely	richer”	and	a	task	of	“infinite	

complexity”.	This	estimation	of	Menard’s	Quixote	is	owing	to	the	fact	that	while	it	is	read	in	

the	 twentieth	 century,	 one	 must	 keep	 in	 mind	 the	 way	 in	 which	 meanings	 of	 events	

narrated	 in	 the	 ‘original’	 changed	 since	 it	was	published	 in	1602.	Raising	questions	 about	

authorship	 and	 appropriation,	 Luis-Borges’	 story	 imagines	 the	 re-created	 copy	 as	 more	

interesting	than	the	original.	He	writes,		

Those	 who	 have	 insinuated	 that	 Menard	 devoted	 his	 life	 to	 writing	 a	

contemporary	Quixote	besmirch	his	illustrious	memory.	Pierre	Menard	did	

not	want	to	compose	‘another’	Quixote,	which	surely	is	easy	enough	–	he	

wanted	to	compose	‘the’	Quixote.	Nor,	surely,	need	one	be	obliged	to	note	

that	his	goal	was	never	a	mechanical	transcription	of	the	original;	he	had	

no	intention	of	‘copying’	it	(Luis-Borges	1939:	91).	

Thus	while	discussions	about	 the	value	and	significance	of	copy	can	be	expanded	through	

Vaikuntam’s	example	of	reproducing	an	old	painting,	I	would	like	to	situate	Borges’s	Quixote	

to	 emphasize	 on	 that	 nuanced	 understanding.	 By	 reproducing	 a	 text,	 Borges	 provides	 an	

example	 from	 history	 where	 the	 copy	 has	 a	 life	 beyond,	 rather	 than	 because	 of,	 the	

‘original’.	
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When	seen	within	the	context	of	this	particular	painting	tradition,	Thangavelu	alludes	to	the	

relation	 between	 resemblance	 and	 continuity	 by	 dwelling	 upon	 one	 of	 the	 characteristic	

features	of	this	practice.	She	writes,	

For	 instance,	 the	 scroll	 painting,	 when	 old,	 will	 be	 replaced,	 and	 then	

ritually	 consigned	 to	 the	 waters.	 The	 oral	 narratives	 will	 be	 passed	 on	

(along	 patrilineal	 channels)	 to	 new	 bearers	 among	 the	 storytellers.	 The	

Nakasis	 transmit	 their	 inherited	 skills	 to	 those	 who	 will	 take	 over	 the	

responsibility	 of	 the	 studio	 from	 them.	Nothing	 in	 the	 tradition,	 then,	 is	

frozen,	or	meant	to	 last.	Everything	 in	 it	—	performers,	artists,	paintings,	

narratives	 —	 will	 only	 be	 passed	 on,	 added	 to,	 worked	 upon	 and	 then	

replaced,	and	this	proclivity	towards	impermanence	discourages	a	way	of	

life	 that	 is	 oriented	 towards	 either	 singularity	 or	 posterity.	 In	 this	 way,	

therefore,	 a	 particular	 painted	 scroll	 …	 becomes	 but	 a	 version	 of	 the	

sacred	narrative	(or	a	particular	telling	of	it),	while	the	individual	artist	(or	

storyteller),	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 but	 a	 temporary	 bearer	 (a	 transient	

conduit)	 in	 a	 larger,	 ongoing,	 more	 durable	 system	 that	 makes	 up	 the	

tradition	of	picture	storytelling	in	this	region	(Thangavelu	1998:	86).	

	

Thus	 while	 the	 market	 in	 fact	 relies	 on	 Vaikuntam’s	 skill	 to	 authentically	 copy	 his	 own	

tradition,	Vaikuntam	as	a	‘transient	conduit’	imbues	the	work	with	his	own	‘self’	through	his	

personal	style,	transforming	his	painting	from	being	a	mechanical	transcription	into	being	a	

particular	telling	of	a	narrative,	namely	his	telling.	But	how	does	this	dialectic,	of	‘a	larger,	

ongoing,	more	durable	 system’	on	 the	one	hand,	and	of	 ‘personal	and	signature	 style’	on	

the	other,	come	to	play?		

	

Focusing	 on	 texts	 and	 oral	 performances	 in	 a	 Tamil	 tradition	 of	 singing	 at	 death	 rituals,	

Stuart	Blackburn	proposes	that	the	genius	of	a	novice	lay	in	her	ability	to	be	absorbed	in	the	

styles	and	patterns	presented	during	her	training,	relinquishing	any	 individual	or	signature	

style	 (Blackburn	 1988).	 It	 was	 during	 the	 course	 of	 performance	 of	 these	 texts	 that	 the	

narrator	 would	 invariably	 encounter	 avenues	 and	 moments	 which	 would	 call	 for	

improvisations	and	changes	to	the	‘script’	which	would	then	be	considered	the	result	of	her	
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skill.	 Drawing	 from	 Kapila	 Vatsyayan’s	 reflection	 on	 the	 salience	 of	 artistic	 inventiveness,	

Malik	notes,	

	

This	eliding	of	the	individuated,	singular,	separate	self,	as	Kapila	Vatsyayan	

notes,	 is	 also	 the	 concern	 and	 goal	 of	 Indian	 artistic	 and	 performative	

principles…	The	goal	of	artistic	creation	is	to	induce	‘aesthetic	relish’...	The	

inducement	 of	 this	 aesthetic	 experience	 rests,	 however,	 on	 “The	

eschewing	of	the	particular	‘I’…only	to	evoke	a	single	‘unified’	luminosity.	

This	 is	the	singular	rasa	of	the	beginning	and	the	end:	all	else	 is	play…	of	

forms	 of	 specific	 configurations	 serving	 a	 very	 important	 and	

indispensable,	 but	 nevertheless	 ephemeral,	 function”	 (Vatsyayan	 1996:	

103-104)”	(Malik	2016:	257	under	Notes	to	Chapter	Five).	

What	 is	 being	 suggested	 is	 that	 despite	 an	 allegiance	 to	 a	 practice	 and	 a	 community	 of	

practitioners,	anonymity	did	not	imply	camouflaging	individuality.		As	I	shall	discuss	in	a	later	

chapter,	the	Danalakota	household	evolved	their	distinct	‘mark’	or	‘presence’	through,	one,	

the	intricate	style	of	ornamentation	they	used	to	render	on	the	scrolls,	and	two,	signature	of	

the	patriarch	of	 the	household/studio,	which	made	 the	 studio,	not	 the	 individual	makers,	

recognizable.	Historically	then	the	market	has	always	relied	on	some	form	of	 individuality;	

however	this	was	individuality	motivated	through	the	individuality	of	a	body	of	work,	which	

was	a	result	of	training	and	collective	practice.		

Moreover,	 Vaikuntam’s	 classification	 of	 “this	 kind	 of	 work	 requiring	 a	 free	 and	 easy	

disposition”	 alludes	 to	 a	 space	 where	 he	 can	 have,	 what	 seems	 to	 be,	 the	 ‘privilege’	 to	

reflect	 on	 his	 own	 skill.	 The	work	 that	 Vaikuntam	was	 engaged	 at	 the	 time	was	 certainly	

more	 detailed	 and	 intricate	 compared	 to	 the	 work	 that	 he	 would	 be	 doing	 regularly;	

however	what	is	it	about	‘this	kind	of	work’	that	allows	the	artist	‘this	kind	of	reflection’?		

To	me	the	explanation	lies	in	the	economics	of	the	process.	Vaikuntam	informed	me	that	for	

reproducing	the	Markendeya	Puranam	painting	he	was	getting	a	sum	total	of	Rs	25000.	 It	

was	depending	upon	 the	nature	of	work	and	 the	 time	 taken	 to	achieve	 it	 that	Vaikuntam	

had	 obviously	 quoted	 such	 a	 fee.	 Apart	 from	 this,	 I	 believe	 he	 also	 charged	 for	 the	 time	

which	he	could	have	invested	in	doing	his	regular	work	(namely	orders	from	Lepakshi),	but	
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he	was	required	to	relinquish	so	that	he	could	solely	focus	only	on	this	singular	piece.	This	I	

believe	was	the	free	disposition	that	Vaikuntam	had	factored	in	his	fee,	for	a	time	and	space	

that	would	not	be	corrupted	by	what	he	clearly	considers	‘similar	kind	of	work’.		

This	 is	 then	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 example	 which	 demonstrates	 that	 traditional	 art	 is	 not	

separate	 from,	but	very	much	allied	to	the	market	place.	Vaikuntam	was	rather	clear	 that	

objects	either	enter	the	profane	world	of	the	‘showroom’	(Lepakshi),	or	the	sacred	world	of	

the	 ‘gallery’.	 And	 it	 is	 he	who	 devises	 his	 own	mechanisms	 to	 assess	which	 of	 his	works	

belongs	 where,	 namely	 depending	 upon	 the	 extent	 of	 free	 disposition	 and	 time	 that	 he	

invest	 in	 a	 work.	 For	 it	 is	 based	 on	 this	 investment	 that	 Vaikuntam	 also	 imagines	 an	

exchange	 value,	 which	 includes	 as	 he	 very	 categorically	 mentions,	 “international	

recognition”.	While	of	 course	 the	 tone	of	 this	 claim	 is	 far	 from	 the	one	which	Vaikuntam	

used	 to	 describe	 his	 ‘helplessness’	 when	 it	 came	 to	 doing	 regular	 work,	 it	 nevertheless	

reflects	the	proclivity	of	a	person	who	is	fully	conscious	of	the	value	he	has	the	potential	of	

creating.	 While	 writing	 about	 the	 social	 history	 of	 fifteenth	 century	 paintings	 in	 Italy,	

Michael	 Baxandall	 pays	 close	 attention	 to	 the	 different	 contexts	 within	 the	 production	

process	that	come	to	determine	the	value	of	a	painting.	He	writes,		

Money	is	very	important	in	the	history	of	art.	It	acts	on	a	painting	not	only	

in	the	matter	of	a	client	being	willing	to	spend	money	on	a	work,	but	in	the	

details	of	how	he	hands	it	over.	A	client…	who	makes	a	point	of	paying	for	

his	 paintings	 by	 the	 square	 foot…	 will	 tend	 to	 get	 a	 different	 sort	 of	

painting	from	a	commercially	more	refined	man…	who	pays	the	painter	for	

his	 materials	 and	 his	 time.	 Fifteenth-century	 modes	 of	 costing	

manufacturers,	and	fifteenth-century	differential	payments	of	masters	and	

journeymen,	are	both	deeply	 involved	 in	 the	style	of	 the	paintings	as	we	

see	 them	now:	paintings	 are	 among	other	 things	 fossils	 of	 economic	 life	

(Baxandall	1988:	1-2).			

Moreover,	Vaikuntam’s	narrative	of	‘practicing	something	rare’	also	talks	about	the	way	in	

which	the	artist’s	self	comes	to	impersonate	the	process	through	which	the	potential	of	skill	

is	 explored,	 a	 concern	 which	 we	 engaged	 with	 to	 address	 the	 ‘helplessness’	 which	 the	
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artisan	experiences.	 For	 a	work	 that	 requires	 free	disposition	and	 time,	 Vaikuntam	has	 to	

embody	this	free	disposition	and	time.	As	Sennett	writes	on	the	virtues	of	‘slow	craft’,	

Craftsmen	 take	 pride	 most	 in	 skills	 that	 mature.	 This	 is	 why	 simple	

imitation	 is	 not	 a	 sustaining	 satisfaction;	 the	 skill	 has	 to	 evolve.	 The	

slowness	of	craft	time	serves	as	a	source	of	satisfaction;	practice	beds	in,	

making	 the	 skill	 one’s	 own.	 Slow	 craft	 time	 also	 enables	 the	 work	 of	

reflection	 and	 imagination—which	 the	 push	 for	 quick	 results	 cannot.	

Mature	means	long;	one	takes	lasting	ownership	of	the	skill	(Sennett	2008:	

295)	

Sennett	also	poses	the	question,	“what	the	process	of	making	concrete	things	reveals	to	us	

about	ourselves?”	(Sennett	2008:	8).	By	referring	to	philosopher	Adriano	Tilgher’s	invocation	

of	the	‘calm	industry’	Sennett,	while	understanding	‘craftsmanship’	as	“about	making	things	

well”,	 considers	 the	 ‘craftsman’	 as	 one	 who	 “represents	 the	 special	 human	 condition	 of	

being	 engaged”	 (Sennett	 2008:	 8).	 Similarly,	 according	 to	 the	 Marxian	 tradition,	 human	

beings	 are	 not	 just	 makers	 of	 concrete	 things,	 but	 also	 “skilled	 makers	 of	 a	 place	 for	

themselves	in	the	world”	(Sennett	2008:	13),	where	in	the	process	of	transforming	materials,	

humans	transform	themselves.	As	Ingold	paraphrases,		

The	 worker,	 too,	 is	 changed	 through	 the	 experience.	 Latent	

potentialities	of	action	and	perception	are	developed.	He	becomes,	even	

if	ever	so	slightly,	a	different	person…	We	have,	perpetually	and	never-

endingly,	to	be	making	ourselves.	That	is	what	life	is,	what	history	is,	and	

what	it	means	to	produce	(Ingold	2011:	7).	

	

Appadurai	suggests	that	what	is	distinctive	about	modernity	is	not	the	extent	to	which	it	can	

be	 used	 to	 evaluate	 subjects	 and	 their	 actions,	 but	 rather	 how	 subjects	 and	 their	 action	

enter	 into	 unique	 negotiations	 with	 it,	 and	 the	 linguistic	 trajectories	 that	 shape	 their	

appropriation	 of	 modernity	 (Appadurai	 1995:	 16).	 The	 different	 regimes	 of	 circulations	

within	which	material	culture	moves	–	in	our	case	‘traditional’	and	‘professional’	art,	‘same	

kind	of	work’	and	‘practice	something	rare’	–	offers	artists	contexts	to	initiate	and	engage	in	

new	conversations	with	their	skill	and	identity;	and	it	is	in	these	conversations	that	new	or	
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rather	 latent	 horizons	 of	 a	 craft	 emerge.	 Through	 Vaikuntam’s	 narratives	 we	 have	

encountered	 how	 within	 the	 field	 of	 cultural	 production	 the	 craft	 is	 bound	 by	 its	

performativity	 of	 ‘tradition’;	 this	 performativity	 then	 renders	 the	 craft	 as	 a	 disenchanted	

experience	through	its	endless	cycles	of	repetitious	work;	and	it	is	with	the	critical	distance	

which	Vaikuntam	is	able	to	forge	between	his	‘self’	and	this	experience,	that	the	craft	can	be	

reclaimed	 and	 re-desired	 through	 its	 encounter	 with	 new	 materials,	 technologies	 and	

formats.		

	

								V.											FINDING	THE	“RIGHT	CUSTOMER”	

While	 accounting	 for	 the	 way	 in	 which	 commissions	 of	 this	 nature	 would	 allow	 him	 to	

reclaim	 his	 skill	 and	 potential,	 Vaikuntam	 was	 also	 steering	 a	 conversations	 about	 the	

pluralities	of	markets,	at	the	intersection	of	which	he	finds	himself,		

There	is	no	dearth	of	rich	people....	but	they	have	to	appreciate	the	work.	

Good	work	always	has	good	demand.	Knowing	the	market,	and	what	the	

customer	wants	 is	most	 important.	One	has	to	know	where	one	can	find	

the	 right	 customer.	 For	 that	matter	 even	 Lepakshi	 doesn’t	 know	how	 to	

recognize	 good	 work.	 The	 rich	 go	 to	 galleries,	 they	 do	 not	 buy	 from	

Lepakshi.	Only	the	middle-class	go	there,	and	they	do	not	know	the	value	

of	good	work.	

Timothy	Scrase	points	to	the	way	in	which	one	can	observe	a	status	distinction	in	the	way	in	

which	crafts	are	produced	and	consumed	in	the	global	market.	On	the	one	hand,	there	are	

artisanal	crafts	that	are	of	high	quality	and	rare,	teeming	with	artistic	beauty	and	intricately	

constructed	 for	 a	 very	niche	 and	 specialized	 consumer	market	 (Scrase	 2003).	 “These	 elite	

consumers”,	he	says	“are	most	likely	to	be	able	to	relate	tales	concerning	the	craft	involved,	

where	 the	 item	 is	 from,	 the	 location	of,	and	specific	details	about,	 the	artisan	community,	

and	 so	 forth”	 (Scrase	 2003:	 452).	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 there	 is	 a	whole	 range	of	 everyday	

objects	like	wall	hangings,	cloth	bags,	dress	jewellery,	and	leather	items	which	are	made	for	

mass	 consumption.	What	 Vaikuntam	 refers	 to	 as	 ‘the	 right	 customer’	 highlights	 this	 very	

strategy	which	artisans	develop	to	accommodate	the	tastes	of	different	classes	of	markets.	
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The	 artisan	 thus	 is	 capable	 of	 adapting	 and	 changing,	 producing	 mediocre	 and	 standard	

designs	for	the	consumer	market,	which	has	very	little	resemblance	to	the	specialized	crafts	

that	 are	 reserved	 for	 a	 specialized	 audience	 (Scrase	 2003).	 Thus	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 above	

discussion	about	the	way	in	which	practitioners	reclaim	their	agency	through	‘experiments’	

in	the	studio,	this	kind	of	‘strategy’	of	classifying	spaces	of	distribution	and	consumption	too	

can	be	located	within	the	discourse	about	the	artisan’s	capacity	effect	her	relation	with	the	

market.		

Vaikuntam	 then	 reminds	us	of	what	Bourdieu	 very	 aptly	mentions	 in	Distinction;	 that	 the	

capacity	to	see	is	a	function	of	knowledge	and	cultural	competence	(Bourdieu	1979).	As	an	

artist,	 Vaikuntam	 exercises	 his	 agency	 to	 determine	 the	 appropriate	 public	 for	 the	

consumption	 of	 his	 art.	 Contending	 aesthetic	 aspirations	 –	 of	 middle-class	 clientele	 of	

Lepakshi	and	that	of	who	Vaikuntam	considers	‘rich’	–	then	finds	a	resolution	in	the	studio	

space	where	the	artist	is	capable	of	accommodating	tastes	of	different	classes	of	markets.		

This	 shift	 in	 the	 consciousness	 of	 the	 artisan	 vis-à-vis	 the	 variable	 quality	 of	 her	 work	

corresponds	to	the	historical	trajectory	of	the	‘ethnic	market’	in	India.	As	mentioned	earlier,	

colonial	policy	on	education	 in	 India	encouraged	the	construction	of	a	new	class	of	 Indian	

consumer	 and	 producer-subjects	 based	 on	 taste.	 These	 new	 subjects,	 as	 Breckenridge	

quotes	Lord	Macaulay,	were	positioned	as	interpreters	between	“us	and	the	millions	whom	

we	govern	–	a	class	of	persons	Indian	in	blood	and	colour,	but	English	in	tastes,	in	opinions,	

in	 morals	 and	 in	 intellect”	 (Breckenridge	 1989:	 214).	 It	 was	 following	 the	 Crystal	 Palace	

Exhibition,	Breckenridge	claims,	that	what	it	meant	to	be	English	in	taste	was	solidified.	She	

writes,		

	

For	Indians,	it	meant	eating	with	a	knife	and	fork,	using	china	dinnerware	

and	household	 furniture,	 speaking	 the	Queen's	 English,	wearing	 trousers	

and	jacket,	reading	periodical	literature,	and	playing	the	gentlemanly	game	

of	 cricket.	 For	 Englishman	 or	 woman,	 it	 meant	 furnishing	 the	 drawing	

room	with	brass	and	carved	wooden	lamps,	screens,	tables	and	bric-a-brac	

from	 India,	 displaying	 ‘trophies’	 perched	 on	 fireplace	 mantles	 from	

relatives	in	the	India	Civil	Service,	covering	overstuffed	furniture	and	walls	

with	 India	 print	 fabrics,	 wearing	 Indian	 shawls,	 and	 deploying	 Indian	
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regalia	from	dethroned	princes	for	use	by	members	of	the	British	royalty…	

In	 mapping	 the	 other	 onto	 the	 familiar	 everyday	 world,	 the	 foundation	

was	laid	for	the	formation	of	a	bi-cultural	ruling	class,	whose	distance	from	

the	 masses	 in	 both	 England	 and	 in	 India	 was	 established	 through	

distinctions	in	taste	(Breckenridge	1989:	213-214).	

	

On	becoming	the	first	Chairman	of	the	AIHB,	Kamaladevi	Chattopadhyay	introduced	one	of	

the	 important	 tasks	 of	 the	Board	 as	 the	 need	 "to	 demonstrate	 that	 handicrafts	would	 be	

marketed	in	India	as	well	as	abroad	in	a	much	larger	way	than	had	been	attempted	in	the	

past”	 (Fisher	 1972:	 36).	 Replacing	 factory-made	 objects	 with	 handicrafts	 was	 not	 only	

considered	ethical,	but	as	we	have	seen,	was	also	an	affirmation	of	 Indian-ness.	Since	the	

turn	of	the	twentieth	century,	efforts	were	made	not	only	on	part	of	the	Art	Schools	runs	by	

colonial	 administration	 in	 the	 Presidencies,	 but	 also	 by	 the	 print-media	 to	 educate	 the	

Indian	 customer	 in	 taste	 and	 design,	 which	 involved	 a	 disassociation	 of	 bad	 imitation	 of	

European	 design	 (McGowan	 2003).	 Harvey	 reminds	 us	 of	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 ideal	 of	

‘democracy’	receives	an	extra	élan	within	the	process	of	“construction	and	consumption	of	

heritage”	 since	 it	 is	 through	 the	 nation,	 with	 the	 state	 as	 solicitor,	 that	 “heritage	 is	

replicated”	(Harvey	2008:	23).	

The	history	of	 the	artistic,	 professional	 and	bureaucratic	preference	 for	 ‘handicrafts’	 then	

has	 its	 inception	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 when	 it	 contained	 a	 strong	

ethical	narrative;	by	the	end	of	the	century	handicrafts,	especially	the	folk,	emerged	as	chic	

and	 eclectic	 (Greenhalgh	 1998).	 Native	 arts	 and	 crafts	 spread	 more	 widely	 among	 the	

moneyed	 middle-class,	 while	 city-based	 emporia	 and	 the	 subsequent	 middle-range	

boutiques	became	retail	spaces	where	one	could	consume	affordable	‘designs’	produced	by	

village-based	(ostensibly)	embroiders,	potters,	weavers	and	painters	(Greenhalgh	1998)		.		

	

Vaikuntam’s	narrative	about	the	‘right	customer’	refers	to	this	point	in	history	of	neoliberal	

consumption	 of	 handicrafts,	 where	 there	 emerged	 a	 hierarchy	 within	 the	 structures	 of	

consumption.	 Emporia	 and	 their	 corresponding	 quality	 and	 design	 gets	 branded	 as	 a	

‘middle-class’	 space,	 while	 antique	 dealers,	 private	 ethnic	 boutiques,	 and	 auction-houses	

become	channels	of	bourgeoisie	consumption.	 It	 is	therefore	these	‘structuring	structures’	
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that	 allow	 the	 mind	 and	 body	 of	 the	 artist	 to	 navigate	 through	 different	 ‘social	

temporalities’.	Creating	an	artwork	for	Lepakshi	and	that	for	a	private	client	brings	the	artist	

in	dialogue	with	discreet	audiences	“possessing		sums	of	cultural	and	economic	capital	that	

activate	 their	 attitudes,	 artistic	 preferences,	 bodily	 habits	 and	 cognitive	 competences	 –	 in	

short,	their	habituses”	(Fontefrancesco	2012:	125).	

	

However	what	Vaikuntam	did	stir	through	his	discussion	on	‘finding	the	right	customer’	is	a	

larger	issue	of	the	disappearance	of	the	local	market.	When	I	use	the	term	‘local	market’	I	

refer	 to	 a	 phenomenon	of	 everyday	 consumption	which	 is	 determined	by	 specific	 sets	 of	

practices	 and	 aesthetics.	 Every	week	my	 father	 purchases	 a	 box	 of	 incense	 sticks	 from	 a	

general	 store	 at	 our	 neighbourhood	market.	While	 the	 rationale	 behind	 this	 purchase	 is	

pretty	obvious,	viz.	to	light	the	incense	at	the	alter	in	my	parents’	bedroom,	one	also	comes	

to	realize	that	it	is	only	because	of	his	belief	in	a	certain	ritual	–	of	worshipping	the	idols	–	

and	the	ensuing	sweet	fragrance	around	the	house	during	the	early	mornings	and	evenings,	

which	 then	 is	 attributed	with	 some	 form	of	 purification,	 that	 incense	 sticks	 have	become	

items	 of	 everyday	 consumption	 in	 my	 parents’	 house.	 And	 what	 qualifies	 this	

item/commodity	into	the	fold	of	a	local	market	is	the	fact	that	this	practice	and	aesthetic	is	

shared	by	many	households	 in	 the	neighbourhood.	 Thus	 the	 ‘locality’	 of	 the	market	 is	 an	

adjective	 that	 refers	 to	 the	 proximity	 of	 a	 source	 from	 where	 what	 one	 requires	 on	 an	

everyday	basis	is	readily	available.		

One	day	two	women	visited	Vaikuntam’s	studio.	It	was	around	mid-day.	From	their	manner	

of	greeting,	I	could	tell	that	this	was	their	first	time	meeting	Vaikuntam.	The	studio	was	too	

small	 a	pace	 for	people	 to	move	around	 freely.	 So	 they	 restricted	 themselves	 to	 the	area	

just	in	front	of	the	entrance.	In	his	conversation	in	Telugu	with	them,	I	could	hear	the	words	

‘Cheriyal	 painting’,	 ‘naqqashi	 kala’,	 ‘masks	 and	 toys’.	 I	 could	 tell	 that	 Vaikuntam	 was	

introducing	the	craft	to	his	visitors.	

I	recall	the	ladies	wearing	regular	chiffon	saris,	the	loose	ends	of	which	were	well	pleated,	

which	told	me	that	they	were	on	an	outing.	Either	they	were	dropping	by	on	their	way	to	

someplace	else,	or	they	took	time	off	from	their	daily	chores	to	pay	a	visit	to	Vaikuntam’s	

studio.	On	enquiring	a	 little	bit	about	what	 the	paintings	Vaikuntam	presented	 in	 front	of	

them,	the	two	ladies	left.	Vaikuntam	then	clarified,		
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They	were	just	visiting;	they	came	to	see	the	paintings.	They	came	to	see	

what	 these	paintings	are	about.	Half	 the	people	 in	Cheriyal	have	no	clue	

about	this	work.	It	is	only	the	homes	next	to	mine,	and	the	older	residents	

of	 this	 village	 who	 know.	 Otherwise	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 people	 are	 barely	

interested.	 So	 what	 business	 can	 I	 expect	 from	 them?	 They	 have	 no	

interest	in	art.	

I	have	no	professional	business	with	the	local	people	here.	Then	where	is	

the	question	of	them	coming	to	see	my	work!	My	entire	market	is	outside	

Cheriyal;	 there	 is	 nothing	 here.	 Once	 in	 a	 blue	 moon	 am	 I	 asked	 to	

decorate	 a	wall	 for	 a	 pooja.57	 I	 have	 painted	 the	 insides	 of	 temples,	 but	

that	also	once	in	2-3	years.	Once	painted,	the	colour	also	lasts	long.	Today	

I	 use	 oil-colour;	 at	 times	 also	 acrylic	 and	 emulsion.	 Emulsion	 however	

begins	 to	 fade	 in	 5-10	 years.	 Then	 it	 needs	 to	 be	 painted	 again.	Water-

colours	give	a	much	better	effect	than	oil-colours.		

There	 are	 no	 specimens	 of	my	 father’s	work	 in	 Cheriyal.	 There	must	 be	

some	 in	Wemblawada.	None	of	 the	houses	 in	Cheriyal	bears	my	 father’s	

work.	He	would	get	a	 lot	of	work	from	other	villages;	decorating	temples	

of	graam-devtaas.58	So	between	painting	the	 interiors	of	houses,	temples	

and	making	dolls,	he	had	a	substantial	amount	of	work.	But	now	the	local	

market	is	dead.		

In	 an	 essay	 “Thoughts	 on	 Art	 and	 the	 Art	 Collector”	written	 in	 1917,	 the	 author	William	

Sartain	writes	that,	“the	original	artist	must	not	only	create	his	works,	but	must	also	create	

his	Public…	This	perpetual	conflict	of	material	needs	and	the	impulse	to	do	what	their	artistic	

nature	cries	out	for	them	to	accomplish	often	ends	in	death	or	madness”	(Saratin	1917:	277).		

The	 identity	 of	 an	 ‘artist’	 then	 is	 one	 that	 ensues	 from	 the	 conversation	 between	 the	

created	object	and	the	proliferation	of	its	possible	locations;	the	artist	in	this	respect	is	and	

always	remains	only	partially	understood	and	appreciated.		

																																																													
57	Pooja	refers	to	the	ritual	of	worship.	
	
58	graam-devtaas	refer	to	village	deities	
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During	one	of	my	visits	 to	 the	Ashram,	Guruji	 shared	 some	 rather	 fascinating	 information	

with	me,	

Earlier	 there	 used	 to	 be	 a	whole	 variety	 of	 things	 that	were	made.	 That	

was	the	local	market	of	the	naqqashi	artist.	Earlier,	if	someone	had	broken	

his	hand,	he	would	vow	to	offer	a	hand	to	the	deity	in	return	for	a	speedy	

recovery.	 So	 a	 miniature	 hand	 made	 of	 clay	 used	 to	 be	 made	 by	 the	

naqaashi	artist	and	given	to	the	devotee.	This	could	be	for	an	infected	ear	

or	 a	 foot,	 anything.	But	now	 that	doesn’t	happen	anymore.	People	have	

stopped	 offering	 such	 prayers	 anymore.	 So	 if	 you	 look	 at	 it,	 there	 was	

always	 something	 or	 the	 other	 that	 would	 involve	 the	 work	 of	 the	

naqqashi.	They	would	make	the	head	of	a	deer	or	a	bull	and	place	it	in	the	

house.	They	would	also	make	dice	 from	deer	and	elephant	horns;	pretty	

boards	for	snakes-and-ladders	or	chess.	Their	work	was	quite	visible.	

It	can	be	surmised	then	that	owing	to	the	historical	changes	which	people	have	experienced	

in	 their	 material	 conditions	 of	 being	 over	 the	 decades,	 following	 the	 impact	 of	

industrialization	 on	 the	 colonies,	 the	modes	 of	 production,	 distribution	 and	 consumption	

like	 the	 ones	 mentioned	 by	 Guruji	 have	 come	 to	 occupy	 an	 unfamiliar	 territory.	 These	

objects	are	today	indicative	of	an	urban-fetish	for	‘heritage’	craft,	rather	than	of	ubiquitous	

reality	of	everyday	domesticity.		

	

Going	 back	 to	 our	 initial	 discussion	 about	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 explained	 the	

invisibility	 of	 the	 craft	 outside	 the	 local	market,	 Roy	 speaks	 of	 the	 ‘commercialization’	 of	

Indian	handicrafts	during	the	colonial	period	which	refers	to	the	movement	away	from	the	

production	for	one’s	own	use,	to	that	for	the	non-local	market,	creating	long-distance	trade	

and	trade	relationships	(Roy	1999).	With	the	decline	of	the	courtly	elites	and	patrons	of	the	

pre-colonial	period,	commercialization	partly	sustained	and	even	revived	the	production	of	

crafted	 objects	 like	 shawls,	 ivory-carvings,	 engraved	 metals	 and	 wood-carvings,	 with	

European	residents	becoming	important	buyers	within	India.	But	what	was	equally	affected	

was	 the	 ‘form’	 of	 the	market.	During	 nineteenth	 century	 export	 trade,	 the	 usual	 practice	

was	 for	 buyers	 to	 collect	 objects	 from	 the	 bazaars	 and	 sell	 them	 to	 auction	 houses	 in	

London.	 First,	 this	 led	 to	 the	decline	of	 the	 role	agents	 like	 the	peddler,	 the	 fairs,	 temple	
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patronage	and	the	royal	 factories	or	karkhanas.	Second,	 it	also	 introduced	the	element	of	

price	instability	which	put	the	ordinary	artisan	at	risk	(Roy	1999:	33).	

	

However	with	commercialization,	craft	towns	which	were	earlier	also	centres	of	power,	like	

Benares	 and	 Lucknow,	 lost	 their	 former	 status.	 Also	 commercialization	 came	 to	 acquire	

what	Roy	calls	a	“behavioural	dimension”	(Roy	1999:	27)	with	‘taste’	and	‘aesthetic’	coming	

to	occupy	the	central	 feature	of	goods	 for	consumers,	who	were	now	 looking	beyond	the	

use-value	of	objects.		As	Roy	reports,		

	

…the	 decay	 derived	 from	 changes	 in	 behaviour	 enabled	 by	

commercialization.	 Consumers	 were	 now	 distant	 and	 anonymous.	 Thus,	

they	 were	 often	 uncertain	 about	 what	 is	 a	 really	 good	 work.	 The	

anonymity	 removed	old	 restraints	on	experiments.	There	was	propensity	

for	 fraud.	 To	 borrow	 a	 term	 from	 economic	 theory,	 `moral	 hazard'	 was	

endemic;	 that	 is,	unequal	knowledge	of	buyers	and	sellers	about	quality,	

together	 with	 a	 predominance	 of	 transient	 buyers,	 could	 lead	 to	

systematic	 offers	 of	 poor	 quality	…	 Eventually	 the	 demand	 for	 the	 good	

article	declined	(Roy	1999:	28).	

	

In	 economic	 terms,	 ‘moral	 hazard’	 is	 a	 market	 failure,	 most	 commonly	 associated	 with	

insurance,	and	describes	a	possible	situation	where,	in	the	face	of	insurance	or	protection,	

an	 agent	 will	 increase	 her	 exposure	 to	 risk	 (Hale	 2009).	 For	 Vaikuntam,	 as	 we	 have	

discussed,	the	risk	he	knowingly	exposes	himself	to	(in	return	for	security	of	a	regular	flow	

of	work)	is	the	one	emanating	from	the	mass	production	of	objects	for	government	emporia	

and	retail	 shops,	namely	alienation	 from	his	 skill.	 	 Following	Roy,	 the	seller	 (retail	outlets)	

and	the	consumer	then	are	dispossessed,	not	only	of	complete	knowledge	about	the	good	

(that	 it	 is	being	produced	out	of	a	helplessness),	but	also	of	a	fully	realized	good	(that	the	

craft	object	does	not	embody	the	free	time	and	disposition	of	the	artist).		

	

However	it	is	through	his	construction	of	the	‘right	customer’	that	Vaikuntam	then	is	able	to	

inhabit	 an	 almost	 utopic	 world	 –	 where	 there	 is	 a	 perfect	 synchrony	 between	 the	

“knowledge	(technical,	social,	aesthetic…)	that	goes	into	the	production	of	the	commodity…	
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production	 knowledge	 that	 is	 read	 into	 a	 commodity…	 and	 the	 knowledge	 that	 goes	 into	

appropriately	 consuming	 the	 commodity…	 consumption	 knowledge	 that	 is	 read	 from	 the	

commodity”	(Appadurai	1986:	42).	Thus	it	is	only	through	the	agency	of	right	customer	that	

Vaikuntam	reclaims	his	skill,	and	also	is	able	to	mould	a	fully	realized	craft.	

	

The	 search	 for	 the	 right	 customer	 then	 is	 the	way	 in	which	 Vaikuntam	 not	 only	 sets	 the	

moral	 balance	 right,	 but	 as	 we	 have	 discussed,	 it	 is	 also	 a	 practice	 he	 constructs	 to	

authenticate	 the	 economic	 value	 that	 can	 be	 expected	 from	 such	 an	 imagined	 exchange	

between	production	and	consumption	knowledge.	The	project	of	modernity,	as	Talal	Asad	

claims	 in	Genealogies	 of	 Religion,	 provides	 subjects	 with	 new	 languages	 to	 engage	 with	

themselves	and	their	practices	(Asad	1993);	 it	 is	through	this	kind	of	play	or	conversations	

with	different	signposts	of	modernity	–	art,	gallery	and	connoisseur	–	that	Vaikuntam	is	able	

to	strategize	a	positive	and	an	ethically-pressing	relationship	between	the	realization	of	his	

skill	 and	his	 entitlement	 to	 value.	 	 But	 the	 conversation	or	 play,	 as	Malik	 suggests,	 is	 not	

simply	 created	 through	 the	 agency	 of	 subjects;	 rather	 “the	 speakers,	 in	 fact	 enter	 and	

explore	 the	emerging	 terrain	of	 the	conversation	 that	unfolds	as	 they	 speak”	 (Malik	2016:	

222).	It	is	therefore	the	foregrounding	of	this	conversation	as	a	priori,	namely	of	the	way	in	

which	the	conception	of	the	craft	has	been	historically	constructed	across	the	two	realms	–	

Lepakshi	and	gallery,	that	Vaikuntam	appropriates	his	agency	to	construct	subjectivities	like	

“rich	people”	and	“middle-class”.	

	

But	more	interestingly,	in	between	these	two	constructions,	there	lurks	another	significant	

yet	nebulous	presence.	 It	 is	once	again	through	his	appropriation	that	Vaikuntam	carves	a	

situated	identity	out	of	this	presence.	This	 identity	 is	that	of	the	ethnographer.	Vaikuntam	

expounds,			

	

Thanks	 to	 the	 government,	 and	 people	 like	 Kirtana	 Thangavelu	 that	

knowledge	 about	 this	 art	 is	 spreading.	 Kirtana	 doesn’t	 need	 to	 buy	 my	

paintings,	she	does	her	bit	by	publishing.		I	need	the	publicity	and	market.	

Kirtana	did	research	on	story-telling	and	the	scrolls.	Reading	that,	you	have	

come	here.	 You	will	 tell	 people,	 and	 they	will	 come	 to	 know	about	 this.	

This	is	but	publicity	for	this	craft.	
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I	find	this	insight	from	Vaikuntam	rather	apt,	because	it	sort	of	brings	things	full	circle	–	from	

ethnography	 of	 a	 business	 of	 a	 craft,	 to	 ethnography	 becoming	 a	 part	 of	 the	 business	 of	

craft.	 I	 didn’t	 realize	 the	potency	of	 this	perspective	 till	 Vaikuntam	spelt	 it	 out	 loud.	How	

does	 anthropology,	 as	 a	 cultural	 practice,	 located	within	 field	 of	 cultural	 production	 then	

play	a	role	in	the	production	and	negotiation	of	meaning	and	value?	Addressing	the	imperial	

nature	of	the	relationship	the	discipline	of	anthropology	has	shared	with	the	non-Western	

object	or	the	‘ethnographic	specimen’,	Castaneda	writes,		

Anthropology	 is	 irreducibly	 entangled	 in	 the	 ‘making’	 of	 art.	 In	 all	 of	 its	

heterogeneous	 forms,	 anthropology	 colludes,	 wittingly	 or	 not,	 in	 the	

making	 of	 complex	 hierarchies	 of	 value,	 power,	 status,	 wealth,	 and	

markets	 that	 comprise	 art	 worlds….	 diverse	 kinds	 of	 anthropologists	

articulate	with	art	institutions,	artists,	critics,	the	private	sector,	museums,	

collectors,	governmental	organizations,	and	other	agents	and	agencies	 in	

the	 assignation	 of	 aesthetic	 values,	 cultural	 meanings,	 and	 commercial	

values	(Castaneda	2004:	21)		

For	Vaikuntam,	any	kind	of	published	writing	on	his	work	or	the	craft	is	‘publicity’.	Stored	in	

his	cupboard	are	paper	cuttings	of	the	several	newspaper	articles	that	have	been	written	on	

this	art	form	and	the	artists.	Thus	while	lamenting	over	the	loss	of	patronage	from	the	local	

market,	Vaikuntam	simultaneously	not	only	 constructs	 an	appropriate	public	 for	his	 craft,	

but	also	merges	different	contexts	of	knowledge	production	–	Anthropology,	History,	Design	

Studies	–	into	those	very	practices	of	visibility	which	further	value	in	the	market.			
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Photocopies	of	articles	and	essays	written	on	the	craft,	which	Vaikuntam	keeps	along	with	his	

Certificates		
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Cavanaugh	 and	 Shankar,	 while	 looking	 at	 food	 producers	 in	 northern	 Italy	 and	 Asian	

American	advertising	executives	in	New	York	City,	claim	how	such	a	dynamic	is	barely	new,	

and	more	and	more	cultural	groups	have	become	increasingly	invested	in	different	forms	of	

self-commodification	 (Cavanaugh	and	Shankar	2014).	How	does	this	 feed	 into	the	relation	

between	ethnographer	and	her	 subject-matter,	 given	 that	 twentieth	century	ethnography	

emerges	as	an	integral	part	of	the	art-culture	system,	that	has	been	in	the	business	of	not	

only	writing,	but	also	‘collecting	cultures’	through	the	process	of	describing,	classifying	and	

salvaging	its	objects	and	artefacts	(Clifford	1988:	230)?	What	allows	ethnography	to	become	

commercially	viable	for	those	with	whom	ethnography	is	done?		

It	 is	 Vaikuntam’s	 construction	 of	 the	 ethnographer	 as	 an	 agent	 of	 the	 market	 that																																		

wrests	the	figure	of	the	ethnographer	out	of	the	shadows	of	the	discipline	and	of	the	field,	

and	 un-conceals	 her	 active	 authorship	 of	 her	 location	 within	 the	 market.	 She	 too	 is	 a	

consumer	through	which	both	objects	and	knowledge	about	them	circulate	within	society.	

She	 too	 is	 inscribed	by	 the	politics	 and	 cultural	 debates	 around	aesthetics	 and	 taste,	 and	

moves	within	networks	of	reception	and	distribution	that	also	come	to	affect	these	politics	

and	debates.		

That	 it	was	about	 time	that	social	 science	research	reconfigured	 its	assumption	about	 the	

subject-object	 dichotomy,	 in	 terms	 of	 what	 and	 who	 the	 discipline	 was	 studying,	 comes	

forth	 rather	 unambiguously	 from	 Vaikuntam’s	 assentation.	 Post-colonial	 anthropology’s	

self-critique	was	founded	on	the	acknowledgment	of	way	 in	which	tenets	of	the	discipline	

were	 embedded	 within	 a	 colonial	 history	 and	 programme	 to	 curate	 and	 organize	 the	

material	 practices	 and	 objects	 of	 that	 dimension	 of	 human	 existence	 they	 bracketed	 as	

Culture	 (Clifford	 1988).	 However	 this	 act	 of	 appropriating	 anthropology	 as	 a	 potential	

signifier	and	marker	of	value	by	the	very	subjectivity	which	was	constructed	in	the	image	of	

market,	 namely	 the	 craftsperson,	 alludes	 to	 two	 phenomena.	 One,	 the	 ethnographic	

encounter	owing	to	processes	of	globalization	and	neo-liberalism	is	distributed	over	a	range	

of	 networked	 sites	 of	 knowledge	 production,	 of	which	 anthropology	 itself	 happens	 to	 be	

one.	But	this	acknowledgment,	of	the	location	of	anthropology	as	a	node	within	a	complex	

of	transnational	systems	and	relations	of	power	is	not	simply	a	continuation	of	a	history	of	

self-critique	stemming	from	its	colonial	 legacy,	and	this	takes	me	to	my	second	point.	The	

(de)construction	 of	 anthropology	 as	 an	 agent	 and	 broker	 of	 a	 larger	 global	 system	 of	
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knowledge	 and	 value	 creation	 –	 and	 no	 longer	 as	 a	 self-professed	 apolitical,	 yet	 moral	

arbitrator	–	is	possible	owing	to	the	way	in	which	information	through	technology	and	the	

market	has	crafted	the	individual	(subject	and	site)	both	as	a	point	that	is	contained	within	

and	emerges	through	the	flow	of	cultural	production,	as	well	as	that	autonomous	systems	

that	 contains	 and	 springs	 forth	 its	 own	 readings	 of	 cultural	 forms.	 It	 is	 through	 the	

conversations	between	this	dual-being	of	the	individual	subject	that	she	is	capable	of	being	

receptive,	reflexive	and	reactive	of	the	history	of	relations	that	have	shaped	both,	art	world	

and	anthropology.		

VI. CONCLUSION	

The	 attempt	 of	 this	 chapter	 was	 to	 narrate	 the	 way	 in	 which	 ‘craft’	 emerges	 at	 the	

intersection	 of	 historical,	 political	 and	 market	 forces.	 Beginning	 with	 Vaikuntam’s	 vivid	

recollection	 of	 the	 ‘discovery’	 of	 the	 craft,	 one	 notices	 how	 the	 craft	 is	 produced,	

reproduced	and	naturalized	through	the	way	in	which	the	‘cultural	practices’	of	the	nation-

state	have	been	historically	aligned	with	the	‘heritage’	project.	As	a	result,	what	Vaikuntam	

is	required	to	inculcate	along	with	his	skill	as	a	‘craftsperson’	are	practices	of	visibility	within	

the	 neo-liberal	 market,	 through	 spatial-temporal	 assemblages	 of	 the	 exhibition,	 and	

performances	of	tradition	through	the	multiplicity	of	‘folk’	images	within	heterotopic	spaces,	

namely	 handicraft	 emporiums,	 which	 were	 part	 of	 twentieth	 century	 economic	 and	

development	models	devised	by	and	for	an	emerging	national	identity.							

It	is	the	commitment	to	these	practices	and	performances,	which	not	only	locates	the	craft,	

but	also	the	craftsperson	at	the	cross-roads	of	different	discursive	and	material	conditions.		

First,	on	the	one	hand	Vaikuntam	acknowledges	the	relative	disadvantage	he	endures	from	

the	way	in	which	his	‘traditional’	art	is	unable	to	enjoy	the	market	privilege	otherwise	given	

to	‘professional’	art;	on	the	other	he	exercises	entrepreneurial	prudence	to	choose	whether	

or	not	he	should	leave	his	studio	to	attend	a	workshop	at	the	Crafts	Museum.	Second,	the	

mind	and	the	body	of	the	artist	is	disciplined	by	market	forces	and	‘what	sells’,	as	Vaikuntam	

mentioned	about	his	‘helpless’	condition	generated	from	the	repetitious	work	he	is	required	

to	 manufacture	 for	 Lepakshi;	 however	 within	 the	 space	 of	 the	 studio	 as	 a	 site	 of	 social	

transformation,	 Vaikuntam	 is	 also	 able	 to	 reclaim	 his	 skill	 and	 agency	 by	 locating	 himself	

within	other	regimes	of	circulation,	namely	through	‘experiments’	and	private	commissions.	
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Third,	 he	 laments	 over	 the	 loss	 of	 patronage	 from	 the	 local	 market,	 but	 simultaneously	

constructs	himself	as	an	active	agent	within	a	neo-liberal	market	who	not	only	identifies	an	

appropriate	 audience	 for	 the	 consumption	 of	 his	 art,	 but	 also	 appropriates	 the	 kind	 of	

visibility	that	research	and	academic	interest	can	generate	for	him	and	his	work.	

Therefore	 borrowing	 from	 Ritu	 Birla’s	 delineation	 of	 the	 “post-colonial	 genealogy	 of	 the	

corporate	person”	 it	 is	 then	possible	to	 imagine	craft	beginning	to	take	shape	through	the	

encounters	 between	 political	mechanisms	 and	 economic	 formulations	 of	 the	 nation-state	

and	the	“personalized	socialities”	of	the	artisan-subjects	(Birla	2013:	96).	The	history	of	the	

craft	 emerges	 with	 the	 history	 of	 India’s	 desire	 for	 modernity,	 through	 its	 disciplinary	

practices	of	locating,	classifying	and	circulating	different	systems	of	its	material	culture.	It	is	

therefore	 an	 affected,	 embodied	 and	 representational	 narrative	within	which	 craft	 keeps	

emerging	 through	 its	 different	 subjectivities,	 or	 what	 Birla	 calls	 “textured	 layering	 of	

temporalities”	 (Birla	 2013:	 96).	 How	 these	 different	 subjectivities	 and	 temporalities	 then	

interact	 with	 one	 another	 shall	 be	 further	 explored	 over	 the	 course	 of	 the	 remaining	

chapters.					
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CHAPTER	2	

CRAFT:	ENCOUNTERS	WITH	THE	NATION	STATE		

v 	

What	makes	modernity	and	the	post-colony	inherently	plural	is	that	the	

logic	of	capital—its	universal	history	that	I	have	called	History—cannot	

subsume	into	itself	all	the	pasts	that	capital	encounters	as	its	‘antecedents’	

(to	stay	with	Marx’s	expression).	It	attempts	to	subsume	but	the	

subsumption	is	never	total	–	Dipesh	Chakrabarty,	in	conversation	with	

Saurabh	Dube	(Chakrabarty	2010:	164)	

	

I. INTRODUCTION	

The	central	theme	for	this	chapter	was	triggered	from	the	story	Vaikuntam	narrated	about	

the	official	surveyor	of	the	AlHB	stumbled	upon	Vaikuntam’s	father’s	sister	selling	idols	at	a	

temple	in	Wemblawada.	But	more	than	the	incident	itself,	it	is	the	way	in	which	Vaikuntam	

narrates	the	events	that	makes	it	seem,	as	we	have	discussed	in	the	first	chapter,	that	the	

craft	was	almost	in	a	way	‘discovered’	by	the	state.	It	is	this	practice	of	the	state,	as	a	system	

which	maps	 and	 digs,	 and	 then	 discovers	 and	 classifies	 that	 this	 chapter	 shall	 outline	 to	

draw	attention	to	what	emerges	within	the	dialogue	between	these	practices	and	what	they	

construct.			

Within	 the	 ‘master	 narrative’	 of	 modern	 science	 as	 designed	 by	 colonial	 rationality,	

‘discovery’	–	through	practices	of	measurement	and	observation	–	represents	that	moment	

of	encounter	that	constitutes	an	unvarying	reality	for	that	which	has	been	‘discovered’	(see	

Markovits	 et	 al.	 2003).	 The	 moment	 the	 object	 which	 Vaikuntam’s	 aunt	 was	 selling	 was	

placed	within	 the	 survey	 sheets	 of	 the	AIHB,	 the	 object	 and	 its	 craft	 came	 to	 encompass	

their	own	histories	–	they	became	whole	and	separate	entities,	unique	and	discrete	in	their	

material	and	cultural	lineage.	While	the	construction	of	these	discrete	craft	lineages	is	part	

of	the	state	practice	to	organize	Culture	around	discourses	of	‘authenticity’	–	either	as	a	tool	

for	nation-building	or	as	an	agenda	within	a	globalized	market	–	this	chapter	will	explore	the	
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way	in	which,	while	accommodating	these	practices,	the	subjects,	namely	the	craftspeople,	

are	also	reconfiguring	the	very	‘cultural	schemas’	which	the	state	has	been	structuring.59			

This	 chapter	 primarily	 deals	with	 three	 such	 ‘cultural	 schemes’	which	 the	 state	 has	 been	

historically	organizing.	 In	the	first	section,	this	chapter	 introduces	the	way	 in	which	 locally	

rooted	 structures	 to	 facilitate	 plurality	 and	 affinity	 within	 the	 aesthetic	 and	 economic	

domains	of	the	naqqashi	practice	of	the	region	have	been	transformed	into	grounds	for	the	

construction	of	discrete	craft	generating	discrete	forms.	Looking	briefly	at	the	way	in	which	

the	art	coming	from	Cheriyal	and	the	art	coming	from	Nirmal	are	situated	as	two	monolithic	

crafts	 within	 the	 market-space,	 this	 section	 more	 importantly	 highlights	 the	 dialogues	

between	 artists	 across	 these	 regions	 which	 then	 seem	 incongruous	 with	 this	 state	 and	

market-driven	classification,	only	to	reveal	what	has	always	been	a	context	within	which	the	

practice	exists,	namely	inter-textuality.				

The	second	section	of	the	chapter	shall	then	move	from	the	construction	of	discrete	crafts	

to	 the	 disciplining	 of	 the	 discrete	 craftsperson,	 which	 the	 state	 creates	 through	 the	

institutionalization	of	what	is	called	the	Master	Craftsman	Award.	While	the	stated	objective	

of	this	award	is	to	recognize	the	contribution	a	craftsperson	has	made	to	her	craft	and	craft	

community,	 this	 moment	 of	 recognition	 is	 however	 not	 separate	 from	 the	 everyday	

bureaucratic	and	officious	encounters	which	an	applicant	 confronts.	 It	 is	along	with	 these	

narratives	that	this	section	attempts	to	reflect	how	desire	for	the	state	and	story	of	the	self	

are	 crafted	 when	 Vaikuntam	 not	 only	 enumerates	 what	 according	 to	 him	 constitutes	 a	

Master	Craftsman,	but	also	justifies	his	position	as	one.	

The	 last	 section	describes	 the	way	 in	which	market-driven	practices	of	 the	 state,	 towards	

the	 search	 for	 authenticity,	 not	 only	 comes	 to	discipline	 the	 identity	 of	 a	 practice	 and	 its	

producers,	 but	 also	 the	 identity	 of	 what	 ties	 producers	 to	 the	 practice,	 namely	

‘belongingness	to	a	place’.	This	section	specifically	looks	closely	at	certain	requisites	of	the	

Geographical	 Indications	 of	 Goods	 Act	 1999	 that	 legitimizes	 a	 product	 as	 ‘authentic’	 by	

linking	it	to	its	specific	geographic	site	origin.	By	revealing	the	ambiguities	in	the	definition	

and	 expectation	 from	 this	 legal	 designation	 of	 ‘place’	 and	 ‘right	 to	 knowledge’	 that	 are	

																																																													
59	According	to	Malik,	“’Cultural	schemas’	refer	to	such	‘key	scenarios’	or	‘root	paradigms’	that	structure	
cultural	choices	and	social	action	in	a	persistent	manner	through	time”	(Malik	2005:	109).	
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manifest	through	the	artists’	everyday	narratives	about	inheritance	and	apprenticeship,	this	

section	focuses	on	how	contours	of	the	practice	can	be	(re)imagined.		

II. DISCRETE	CRAFTS:	NIRMAL	PAINTINGS	AND	CHERIYAL	PAINTINGS	

As	 we	 have	 seen	 previously,	 the	 history	 of	 the	 AIHB	 is	 noted	 for	 the	 way	 in	 which	

‘endangered	 craft	 products’,	 owing	 to	 the	 effects	 of	 colonial	 policies,	 were	 ‘discovered’.	

However,	the	preoccupation	with	situating	objects	and	practices	within	spatial	 ‘pockets’	 is	

what	 in	 fact	 characterized	 the	 inception	 of	 historiography	 of	 ‘crafts’	 in	 the	 Indian	 sub-

continent.	 Breckenridge	 comments	 on	 the	 colonial	 practice	 of	 knowledge	 production	

through	 her	 analysis	 of	 the	 India	 Court	 at	 the	 Crystal	 Palace	 Exhibition	 of	 1891,	 which	

“enabled	 private	 as	 well	 as	 public	 collections	 of	 Indian	 objects	 to	 acquire	 an	 aura	 of	

authenticity…	by	classifying,	organizing,	displaying,	judging,	and	labelling	them	by	criteria	of	

place	of	production	 (nation,	 town,	or	 village...”	 (Breckenridge	1989:	206).	 Similarly,	Cristin	

McKnight	 Sethi	 also	mentions	how	 this	mapping	of	 crafts	of	 the	 Indian	 sub-continent	has	

continued	 from	 the	 East	 India	 Company’s	 ‘taxonomic	 interest’	 in	 locating	 the	 centres	 of	

production	 of	 fine	 chintz	 during	 the	 early	 eighteenth	 century,	 right	 until	 today,	 through	

Craft	Maps	published	by	the	Ministry	of	Culture,	which	almost	“position	craft	labour	as	part	

of	 a	 landscape,	 as	 the	 forms	 and	 activities	 that	 make	 up	 a	 locale”	 (Sethi	 2013:	 55-56).	

Therefore,	an	outcome	of	the	way	in	which	nation-wide	surveys	and	studies	undertook	the	

documentation	 of	 craft	 objects,	 skills	 and	 communities	 was	 the	 breakdown	 of	 regional	

specializations	of	a	practice	into	discrete	crafts.	

	

One	of	the	significant	aspects	of	the	naqqashi	practice	that	I	was	informed	about	by	Guruji	is	

that	naqqashi	communities	from	different	regions	of	Telangana	were	associated	with	a	very	

specific	 skill.	 The	 naqqashis	 from	 Warangal	 were	 known	 for	 their	 paintings,	 while	 the	

naqqashis	 from	 Adilabad	 and	 Nirmal	 were	 known	 for	 making	 realistic	 figurines.	 Guruji	

expounds,	

Each	artist	community	from	each	region	had	their	own	turf,	but	networks	

of	information	about	an	exceptionally	fine	artist,	along	with	specimens	of	

his	 work,	 would	 travel	 around	 the	 entire	 region.	 So	 artists	 from	 the	

Warangal	 region,	who	were	more	 engaged	with	 scroll	 paintings,	 did	 not	
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infringe	into	the	regions	of	the	Nirmal	artists,	who	were	experts	at	making	

dolls,	but	were	always	fully	aware	of	the	kind	of	work	that	was	done	there		

Today,	under	the	aegis	of	Andhra	Pradesh	Tourism,	and	Lepakshi,	the	artists	and	their	crafts	

are	organized	according	to	the	geographical	 locations	they	are	believed	to	originate	 from.	

While	 the	 naqqashis	 from	 Nirmal	 have	 been	 organized	 under	 the	 Nirmal	 Toys	 and	 Arts	

Industrial	 Cooperative	 Society,	 specializing	 in	 toys,	 furniture	 and	 paintings,	 artists	 from	

Cheriyal	 have	 been	 organized	 into	 Cheriyal	 Naqqashi	 Chitrakala	 Trust,60	 specializing	 in	

paintings,	mask	 and	 figures.	 In	 fact	 both	 the	Nirmal	 Cooperative	 and	 Cheriyal	 Trust	 have	

been	 separately	 registered	under	 the	Geographical	 Indications	of	Goods	 (Registration	and	

Protection)	 Act,	 1999,	which	 protects	 objects	 from	 intellectual	 property	 infringement,	 on	

the	condition	that	a	geographical	source	of	origin	can	be	identified	and	determined	for	the	

said	object.	Thus	by	ascertaining	crafts	from	Cheriyal	and	those	from	Nirmal	as	‘belonging’	

to	 distinct	 and	 discrete	 geographical	 centres,	 law	 constructs	 a	 narrative	 whereby	 artists	

from	 these	 two	 locations	 are	 deemed	 to	 be	 engaged	 in	 separate	 artistic	 practices.	 I	 shall	

elaborate	on	issue	of	Geographical	 Indications	and	the	question	of	 ‘belonging’	 later	 in	this	

chapter.	

	

Samples	of	Nirmal	toys	at	the	Nirmal	Cooperative.	November	2012.	

																																																													
60	Chitrakala	refers	to	the	art	of	painting	surfaces	
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Artists	at	the	Nirmal	Cooperative.	November	2012.	

	

Moreover	this	distinction	between	the	craft(s)	is	exacerbated	owing	to	the	way	in	which	the	

market	 has	 appropriated	 different	 visual	 vocabularies	 for	 each	 of	 them.	 The	 aesthetic	

sensibilities	of	practicing	communities	from	Cheriyal,	as	we	have	been	discussing,	have	been	

removed	from	historical	contexts	like	scroll	performance,	temple	décor	and	everyday	art	in	

houses,	to	occupy	standardized	framed	paintings	and	figurines.	A	similar	trajectory	has	been	

observed	 among	naqqashi	artists	 in	Nirmal.	 Included	 in	 their	 array	 of	 hand-made	 objects	

which	they	today	produce	for	the	Cooperative	and	for	Lepakshi	are	also	framed	paintings,	

popularly	 known	as	Nirmal	 Paintings;	 the	difference	being	 that	 these	 are	 known	 for	 their	

realistic	and	lithographic	representations	–	far	removed	from	‘Cheriyal	Paintings’	–	of	gods	

and	 goddesses,	 village	 folk	 and	 singular	 scenes.	 This	 Guruji	 informed	 me	 was	 a	 practice	

which	the	artists	in	Nirmal	began	“sometime	post-independence”,	

You	 see,	 naqqashi	 artists	 never	 included	 shading	 in	 their	 style	 –	 like	 the	

way	 light	 is	 told	 from	shade.	Their	paintings	were	 flat-planed.	But	artists	

from	 Nirmal	 began	 making	 two-dimensional	 paintings	 after	 Raja	 Ravi	

Varma	 became	 famous.	 They	 began	 to	 ape	 that	 style	 of	 art,	 which	 was	

known	for	 its	realism.	In	fact	paintings,	either	on	walls	or	on	paper,	were	
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never	framed,	as	we	know	frames	today;	only	 intricate	borders	would	be	

made	 along	 the	 perimeter.	 Framing	 images	 too	 was	 something	 which	

introduced	after	colonial	paintings	gained	popularity	and	visibility.		

We	have	already	discussed	how	nineteenth	century	Indian	artists	like	Raja	Ravi	Varma,	who	

is	 also	 popularly	 regarded	 as	 the	 ‘father	 of	 calendar	 art,’	 were	 pioneers	 of	 perfecting	

western	models	 of	 representation	 to	 capture	 Indian	 folk	 subjects.	 Credited	 for	 setting	 up	

one	of	the	first	lithographic	presses	in	India,	Varma’s	oleographs	popularized	the	images	of	

gods,	goddesses	and	Indian	folk,	which	he	not	only	rendered	so	real,	but	also	devoid	of	their	

‘demonic’	 forms,	 a	 quality	which	 colonial	 aesthetic	 sensibilities	 accused	pre-colonial	 tribal	

art	to	embody.	This	led	to	a	transformative,	democratizing	and	mass	propagandizing	effect	

on	 the	patterns	of	worship	 in	public	 and	private	 spheres	 (Mitter	1994).	 	 The	 invention	of	

lithography,	with	its	low	cost	and	easy	reproducibility,	not	only	turned	into	an	instrument	of	

anti-colonial	 propaganda,	with	 Indian	 gods	 and	 subjects	 entering	 into	homes	of	 all	 castes	

and	 classes,	 but	 also	 emerged	 as	 a	 lucrative	 object	 of	 mass	 circulation	 in	 the	 Indian	

consumerist	society	of	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries.		

	

Samples	of	Nirmal	paintings.	Source:	http://lepakshitelangana.com/	
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Thus	conditions	for	a	market	which	required	regional	artistic	practices	to	alter	their	forms,	

in	a	bid	to	include	these	artists	within	the	foray	of	modern	India,	were	already	created.	The	

inclusion	 of	 realistic	 images	 within	 their	 visual	 vocabulary	 by	 Nirmal	 artists	 can	 be	

considered	an	outcome	of	the	popularity	of	images	of	“indian	folk”	which	began	with	artists	

like	Ravi	Varma	in	the	19th	century,	artists	who	combined	subject	matter	of	Indian	folk	with	

western	tenets	of	aesthetics	to	create	what	was	considered	the	precursor	to	modern	art	in	

India.	Moreover,	if	the	development	of	new	markets	for	handicrafts	was	one	of	the	primary	

objectives	of	the	AIHB,	then	resurrecting	a	nearly	extinct	craft	by	means	of	training	schemes	

and	 development	 centres	 was	 the	 way	 in	 which	 this	 was	 achieved	 (Fischer	 1972,	

unpublished	 thesis).	 Guiding	 regional	 artists	 to	 ‘benefit’	 from	 formats	 which	 were	

introduced	through	the	agency	of	‘modern’	and	‘contemporary’	artists	of	independent	India	

was	then	a	task	which	the	Handicraft	Board	actively	took	on;	this	was	motivated	by	the	fact	

that	 an	 increasing	number	of	nuclear	middle-class	households	 in	 the	1960s	and	70s	were	

seen	as	potential	customers	who	were	keen	on	possessing	affordable,	non-bulky	and	easy-

on-the-eyes	ethnic	Indian	decorative	art	insides	their	urban	homes.		

However	what	seemed	to	also	 facilitate	the	appropriation	of	 ‘calendar	art’	by	artists	 from	

Nirmal,	 as	 opposed	 to	 scroll	 painters	 of	Warangal,	 was	 the	 proximity	which	 they	 already	

shared	with	‘realism’	in	their	three-dimensional	work.	Historically,	artists	from	Nirmal	have	

been	 known	 to	 engage	 in	 three	 dimensional	 work	 that	 is	 extremely	 realistic	 –	 carved	

wooden	animals,	birds,	flowers	and	fruits.	As	Guruji	informed,	

Nirmal	 artists	 were	 popular	 for	 making	 highly	 realistic	 figurines.	 I	

remember	 as	 child,	 we	 used	 to	 play	 with	 toys	 in	 the	 form	 of	 wooden	

animals	and	birds…	so	realistic	and	detailed	was	their	work	that	you	could	

see	every	strand	of	hair	on	an	animal’s	body	

What	 emerges	 nevertheless	 is	 that	 it	 is	 by	manoeuvring	within	 the	 very	 grammar	 of	 the	

practice	 that	 these	 artists	 are	 able	 to	 embed	 new	 representations	 and	 create	 new	 social	

expressions.	 This	 is	 also	 primarily	 because	 the	 artists	 are	 not	 in	 a	 habit	 of	 identifying	

contours	of	the	practice,	but	understand	it	as	a	continuous	system.	Roma	Chatterjee	in	her	

observation	 of	 Chou	 dance	 in	 Purulia,	 Bengal,	 notes,	 if	 we	 view	 a	 ‘traditional’	 artistic	
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practice	“not	as	a	single	homogenous	entity	but	as	a	composition	of	heterogeneous	pieces,	

we	see	that	these	novel	elements	do	fit	into	its	overall	structure”	(Chatterjee	2009:	10).			

It	 is	 therefore	 within	 this	 re/constructed	 context,	 which	 emerges	 from	 the	 historical	

practices	of	the	state	to	classify	and	organize	craft	skills	of	regions,	that	Vaikuntam	is	able	to	

position	himself	as	the	senior-most	practitioner	within	what	he	claims	is	“the	only	family	of	

scroll	painters	known	in	Telangana	today”.61	Even	though	scroll-making	has	been	the	turf	of	

artists	primarily	in	the	Warangal	region,	what	was	historically	a	franchise	of	a	larger	context	

of	 an	 artistic	 practice,	 namely	 naqaashi	 kala	 (the	 skill	 of	 naqaashi	 art),	 is	 today	 but	 a	

monolithic	craft	in	itself.		

David	 Lowenthal	 reminds	 us	 that	 “where	 knowledge	 of	 the	 past	 is	 orally	 transmitted	 or	

where	 no	 records	 exist,	 the	 past	 is	 perceived	 entirely	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 present	 accounts”	

(Lowenthal	 1985:	 10).	 State	 patronage	 and	 sponsorship	 has	 continually	 been	 reshaping	

narratives	of	practices,	whereby	certain	 regional	artistic	 forms	have	been	appropriated	as	

‘national’	and	‘classical’,	as	in	the	case	of	the	dance	form	Bharatnatyam	(Shah	2002);62	this	

has	thus	created	conditions	for	‘discrete’	traditions	to	emerge	that	seem	to	have	linear	and	

cemented	trajectories.			

Vaikuntam,	nevertheless,	as	predicted	by	Guruji,	is	very	well	versed	with	the	techniques	of	

artists	from	Nirmal,	and	particularly	of	a	senior	naqqashi	artist	from	Nirmal,	Narsigham,		

I	have	met	Narsigham.	He	is	an	expert	at	making	ganjifa-cards.63	There	are	

no	 suppliers	 of	 Ganjifa	 cards	 for	 Lepakshi.	 You	 have	 to	 place	 an	 order	

directly	 to	 Narsingham.	 The	 other	 craft	 he	 is	 famous	 for	 kon-kishti.	 In	

																																																													
61	 Interestingly	 in	 response	 to	 this	 claim	 of	 the	 Danalakota	 household	 being	 the	 only	 practicing	 family,	
Thangavelu	 informs	 in	 one	 of	 her	 footnotes,	 “The	 Nakasis	 in	 Cherial	 are	 certainly	 the	 best	 known,	 and	
prominent	 family	 of	 artists	 in	 Telangana,	 but	 they	 are	 not	 "the	 only	 ones	working	 in	 the	 tradition".	 In	 fact,	
towards	 the	end	of	my	 stay	 that	 year,	 I	went	with	Chandraiah	and	Vaikuntam	 to	visit	 their	aged	uncle,	and	
photographed	some	of	his	work”	(Thangavelu	1998:	33,	footnote	8).	
	
62	The	process	of	rewriting	the	history	of	artistic	dance	forms	 in	 India	began	with	the	colonial	disapproval	of	
the	devadasi	 tradition	of	 temple	dancing,	and	was	supported	by	 the	Tamil	brahmin	elite-Western-educated,	
who	considered	such	form	akin	to	prostitution.	 It	was	during	post-independence	that	state-sponsored	dance	
festivals	 brought	 together	 regional	 forms	 under	 one	 national	 platform	 to	 restore	 the	 religious	 and	 cultural	
sanctity	of	the	form.	See	Purnima	Shah,	2002.	
	
63	Ganjifa	refers	to	a	game	of	cards;	gaining	popularity	from	the	Mughal	period,	these	were	highly	stylized	and	
pictorial	circular	cards.	
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Muslim	 communities,	 the	 father	 of	 bride	 offers	 gifts	 in	 this.	 It	 is	 plate	

(kishti)	made	of	wood	that	 is	 intricately	painted	and	designed.	A	cover	 is	

placed	over	the	plane,	and	inside	are	gifts.	The	‘kon’	is	the	cover,	also	full	

of	 intricate	designs.	Narsigham	is	the	only	naqqashi	 in	Nirmal	who	makes	

these.	I	have	consulted	with	Narsigham	in	the	past;	there	is	a	lot	one	can	

get	to	learn	from	him.	

	

Narsingham,	crafting	animal	figurines,	at	the	Nirmal	Cooperative.	November	2012.	

How	does	one	position	this	kind	of	exchange	within	insulated	craft	worlds	that	are	created	

through	the	history	of	the	market?	What	are	the	practices	which	create	the	conditions	for	

this	exchange?	How	are	these	practices	appropriated	by	the	artists?	

Post-colonial	anthropology	and	historiography	have	uncovered	how	the	modernist	project	

of	 knowing	 the	 world	 in	 a	 singular	 empirical	 fashion	 has	 expropriated	 heterogeneous	

histories,	through	(Cohn	1996).	This	is	however	challenged	by	the	way	in	which	people	and	

objects	 occupy	 and	 “move	 in	 and	 out	 of	 several	 life-worlds”	 (Dube	 2010:	 13),	 namely	

between	 those	 created	by	 the	 codifying	practices	of	 religion,	 state	and	 capital,	 and	 those	

continually	 shaping	 within	 lived	 histories.	 The	 tidy	 classification	 of	 forms	 and	 identities	
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ensures	 the	 consolidation	of	a	discrete	practices	and	practitioners,	but	never	 can	 they	be	

entirely	and	exhaustively	defined	by	such	classification	(Chakrabarty,	in	Dube	2010).					

Thus	on	the	one	hand,	the	market	is	not	only	the	site	where	such	historical	consolidation	of	

discrete	craft	practices	is	carried	out,	but	also	the	site	where	the	artisans	contribute	to	the	

reproduction	 of	 discrete	 crafts,	 for	 artists	 from	both	 Cheriyal	 and	Nirmal	 are	 rather	well-

aware	of	the	different	kinds	of	value	their	respective	crafts	can	generate.	But	on	the	other,	

it	 is	 through	 the	 unformulated	 registers	 of	 what	 is	 constructed	 as	 Culture,	 namely	 those	

affective	contexts	of	everyday	dialogue	and	communication,	that	practitioners	acknowledge	

and	 articulate	 their	 shared	 histories	 of	 identity	 and	 knowledge	 systems.64	What	 emerges	

then	as	a	‘counter-narrative’	or	challenge	to	the	categories	that	have	evolved	with	state	and	

market	is	but	only	a	continuation	of	a	history	of	borrowing	and	inter-textuality.				

While	the	identity	of	the	‘craftsperson’	is	indeed	situated	within	a	very	specific	history	of	the	

state,	there	exist	moments	in	everyday	life	when	other	possibilities	of	being	a	craftsperson	

present	itself.	Those	moments	are	the	ones	which	are	constituted	by	the	artist’s	reflection	

of	herself	as	not	just	a	skilled	practitioner,	but	also	as	a	practitioner	whose	skill	has	a	history	

and	 lineage.	Vaikuntam	does	 indeed	recognize	 the	contribution	of	 the	state	 in	positioning	

him	 and	 his	 family	 as	 the	 forbearers	 of	 the	 Cheriyal	 Painting,	 which	 comes	 through	

unambiguously	 through	 his	 claims	 of	 being	 the	 only	 family	 of	 scroll	 painters	 known	 in	

Telangana	today.	However	this	claim	is	not	incongruous	with	the	articulation	of	his	historical	

location	as	a	naqaashi	which	then	enables	him	to	tap	 into	the	network	of	contexts	within	

this	 practice	 emerged.	 As	 mentioned	 before,	 Vaikuntam’s	 exchanges	 and	 dialogues	 with	

Narsigham,	 or	 with	 any	 other	 genre	 of	 naqaashi	 kala	 was	 only	 a	 ‘natural’,	 and	 to	 some	

extent	historically	prescribed	way	to	evolve	within	the	art	form.			

The	classification	of	 form	and	 identity	does	 indeed	 frame	a	discrete	 ‘craft’,	but	 the	 ‘craft’	

does	not	occupy	a	life-world	without	the	traces	of	the	practice	it	was	abstracted	from.	These	

traces	then	become	avenues,	threads	which	connect	to	the	many	planes	of	history.	Thus	the	

craft,	 though	 monolithic	 in	 conception,	 in	 everyday	 life	 emerges	 as	 a	 site	 or	 as	 a	 scape	

where	 Vaikuntam	 can	 move	 in	 and	 out	 of	 his	 many	 life	 worlds	 –	 he	 can	 perform	 and	

																																																													
64	I	shall	touch	upon	this	idea,	where	Vaikuntam	articulates	how	all	naqqashi	families	across	Telangana	–	
practicing	and	erstwhile	–	are	‘his	own	people’.	
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reproduce	 his	 subjectivity	 as	 a	 ‘craftsperson’	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 remember	 and	

historicize	his	inheritance	within	a	community.	

III. DISCRETE	CRAFTSMAN:	MASTER	CRAFTSMAN	AWARD	

It	 was	 while	 she	 chaired	 the	 AIHB	 during	 1952-1967	 that	 Kamaladevi	 Chattopadhyaya	

instituted	 the	 National	 Awards	 for	 Master	 Craftsman	 in	 1965.65	 While	 the	 social	 and	

economic	 fabric	of	 ‘traditional	 crafts’	was	extensively	used	as	a	 tool	 for	nation-building	 in	

post-independent	 India,	adding	to	the	potential	of	rural	 industrialization,	 the	communities	

engaged	in	these	crafts	soon	began	getting	viewed	as	objective	‘witnesses’	to	pre-modern,	

pre-urban	 India,	now	only	 left	 to	degenerate	 in	 the	rapidly	changing	 ‘village	structures’	of	

the	 60s	 and	 70s.	 The	 systems	 designed	 to	 evaluate	 and	 identify	 individual	 craftspeople	

affirmed	 how	 ‘knowledge’	 is	 conceptualised,	 constructed	 and	 typologized	 within	

bureaucratic	 contexts.	 The	 reification	 bestowed	 through	 the	 Master	 Craftsman	 Award	 is	

then	 central	 to	 the	 role	 of	 the	 state	 in	 producing	 new	 ways	 of	 authorising	 knowledge,	

devising	new	frameworks	 for	engaging	with	 ‘tradition’,	and	sculpting	a	new	kind	of	crafts-

‘person’.	

Venkatesan	in	fact	considers	the	institutionalization	of	the	Master	Craftsman	Award	as	yet	

another	 instance	of	the	heterotopic	vision	of	 Indian	crafts	where	the	“the	 identification	of	

craft	 producers	makes	 them	 national	 objects	 of	 attention”	 (Venkatesan	 2011:	 88).	 In	 this	

case,	 the	 award	 for	 the	 Master	 Craftsman	 is	 an	 enterprise	 to	 reassert	 the	 potential	 of	

‘traditional	handicrafts’	as	an	integral	fabric	of	the	rural	industry,	through	the	figure	of	the	

artist.	 	 She	 analyses	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 state	 constructs	 a	 narrative	 of	 what	 the	

‘craftsperson’	and	the	craft	object	are	supposed	to	embody	through	such	an	institution,		

In	 addition	 to	producing	a	 ‘masterpiece’,	 the	master	 craftsperson	 should	

be	‘a	social	leader	and	an	important	entity	in	the	community’….	Judges	are	

encouraged	 to	 pay	 special	 consideration	 to	 ‘languishing	 crafts’	 or	 crafts	

that	would	benefit	from	the	kind	of	visibility	that	a	national	award	brings.	

Even	though	it	is	accepted	that	an	individual	benefits	from	the	award,	the	

																																																													
65	For	a	detailed	description	of	the	role	Kamadevi	Chattopadhyaya	played	in	the	way	crafts	became	an	
important	prerogative	for	post-independent	India,	see	Dhamija	2007,	Guha	2011	and	Kumar	2007	
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idea	 is	 that	 recognition	 for	 one	 individual	 will	 help	 every	 member	 of	 a	

‘craft	community	(Venkatesan	2011:	88-89).		

Venkatesan	thus	delineates	two	conditions	which	the	heterotopia	of	crafts	creates	for	the	

Master	Craftsperson.	One,	 the	Master	Craftsperson	needs	 to	emphasize	her	position	as	 a	

member	 of	 a	 marginalized	 social	 group	 who	 produces	 an	 object	 of	 value,	 and	 hence	 of	

national	and	ethical	 importance.	Two,	 it	 is	the	object	that	the	Master	Craftsperson	makes,	

and	her	constant	commitment	to	the	craft,	that	confirms	her	value	(Venkatesan	2011).	

Interestingly,	Venkatesan	 recounts	 the	way	 in	which	a	member	of	a	 reviewing	 committee	

described	the	process	of	judging,		

All	of	us	are	in	this	room	where	the	objects	are	displayed.	Everyone	is	just	

walking	 around.	We	 want	 to	 finish	 and	 go	 home.	 Someone	 who	 knows	

[about	a	particular	object]	says	something	about	it	-	what	it	is	about,	how	

long	 it	would	have	 taken	 to	make.	We	 look	at	 the	piece	more	 closely	 (9	

March	2000)	(Venkatesan	2011:	88).		

My	 intention	here	 is	 not	 to	 question	 the	 singular	 and	 rather	 alienating	 screening	 process	

through	which	practices	belonging	to	diverse	histories	and	geographies	of	 the	country	are	

put.	My	intention	in	fact	is	to	understand	the	differences	or	similarities	in	the	way	in	which	

the	 state,	on	 the	one	hand,	and	 the	artists	on	 the	other,	 reflect	upon	what	exactly	 is	 the	

object	of	recognition	that	lies	at	the	end	of	such	a	bureaucratic	tunnel.	

Most	members	of	the	Danalakota	household	have	been	awarded	such	state	awards	–	from	

the	 late	 Chandraiah,	 to	 Vaikuntam,	 to	 both	 Nageshwar	 and	 Padma.	 Vaikuntam	 seemed	

rather	familiar	with	this	institution,	and	was	able	to	trace	for	me	the	steps	from	the	making	

of	 an	 object	 specifically	 to	 be	 included	 in	 the	 race	 for	 a	 National	 Award,	 to	 the	 actual	

felicitation	with	the	award.	He	elaborated:	

For	the	National	Award	application,	 the	forms	are	available	 from	January	

onwards	 at	 Development	 Commission	 (DC)	 Handicrafts.66	 After	 the	

																																																													
66	Development	Commission	Handicrafts	is	part	of	the	Ministry	of	Textiles	that	handles	the	traditional	sector	in	
India.	However,	the	Ministry	of	Textiles	has	divided	the	industry	into	Handloom,	which	is	primarily	the	textile	
and	cloth	industry,	and	Handicrafts,	which	includes	painting,	pottery,	metal	and	brass	work,	soap,	incense	and	
rope-making,	wood-work	etc.		Development	Commission	Handicrafts	has	jurisdiction	over	the	latter.	
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painting	is	made,	I	take	it	along	with	the	Application	Form	to	the	Director,	

DC	 Handicrafts,	 Hyderabad.	 He	 has	 to	 recommend	 the	 Application,	 and	

also	 ensure	 that	 the	 painting	 is	 authentic	 and	 made	 by	 the	 said	 artist,	

namely	me.	Along	with	his	 recommendation,	 I	 take	 the	painting	 and	 the	

Application	Form	to	the	Lepakshi	Head	Office,	where	I	have	to	produce	an	

Affidavit	 that	 I	 am	 the	 artist	 of	 the	 painting.	 After	 this,	 Andhra	 Pradesh	

Tourism	then	goes	 through	all	 the	applications	 from	the	state.	These	are	

only	handicrafts.	There	is	a	separate	Award	and	application	procedure	for	

handlooms.	Andhra	Pradesh	Tourism	then	selects	10	applications	from	the	

state.	 This	 happens	 around	 July.	 The	 applicants	 are	 selected	 by	 the	

Assistant	Director	of	DC	Handicrafts	(Hyderabad),	the	Regional	Director	of	

South	 Cultural	 Zone	 (Chennai),	 the	 Director	 of	 Salar	 Jung	 Museum	

(Hyderabad)	and	the	Managing	Director	of	Lepakshi	(Hyderabad).67	These	

items	 are	 then	 sent	 to	 New	 Delhi,	 which	 receives	 200-300	 applications	

from	 DC	 Handicrafts	 all	 over	 India.	 Of	 these	 around	 20	 applications	 are	

chosen	for	the	Award.	This	happens	around	end	December.	I	do	not	know	

who	 does	 the	 selection	 in	 Delhi.	 Some	 applications	 also	 go	 with	

recommendations.	The	first	prize	is	given	by	the	President.	I	got	the	Merit	

Award,	 for	 which	 they	 sent	 a	 shawl,	 prize	money	 and	 Certificate	 home.	

Earlier	the	first	prize	was	Rs	25,000	and	second	prize	was	Rs	10,000.	The	

Merit	Awards	were	Rs	5000.	But	now	I	hear	that	the	first	prize	is	Rs	1	lac	

and	 the	 second	 prize	 is	 Rs	 50,000.	 I	 won	 the	Merit	 Award	 in	 1994	 and	

1995.	

The	reason	I	have	chosen	to	reproduce	this	very	dry	clerical	account	of	the	way	in	which	a	

piece	of	artwork	created	by	a	practitioner	receives	validation	from	the	state,	is	because	this	

is	exactly	how	the	artist	as	Applicant	experiences	the	process.	The	authenticity	of	the	object	

and	of	the	artist	is	determined	by	the	Application	Form	and	the	Affidavit	which	travels	right	

																																																													
67	 The	 Salar	 Jung	Museum	 is	 the	 third	 largest	museum	 in	 India	 housing	 the	 biggest	 one-man	 collections	 of	
antiques	 in	 the	 world.	 It	 is	 well	 known	 throughout	 India	 for	 its	 prized	 collections	 belonging	 to	 different	
civilizations	dating	back	is	very	largest	accocation	to	the	1st	century.	Nawab	Mir	Yusuf	Ali	Khan	Salar	Jung	III	
(1889–1949),	 former	 Prime	Minister	 of	 the	 seventh	Nizam	of	Hyderabad,	 spent	 a	 substantial	 amount	of	 his	
income	over	thirty	five	years	to	make	this	priceless	collection,	his	life's	passion	
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up	 till	 the	 end	of	 the	 chain,	where	 it	 is	 passed	 from	one	office	 to	 another	 and	 from	one	

reviewing	committee	to	another.		
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Certificates	of	Merit	and	Master	Craftsman	Award	displayed	in	Vaikuntam’s	studio	

Thus	the	pervasive	structures	of	the	state	get	dissolved	through	everyday	life	and	practice,	

precisely	 because	 the	 state	 requires	 everyday	 life	 and	 practice	 to	 administer	 itself.	 For	

Vaikuntam	 the	 state	 does	 not	 exist	 like	 a	 phantasmagorical	 mechanism,	 but	 within	 real	

events	and	things	–	the	state	for	him	is	All	 India	Handicraft	Board	who	visited	his	house	in	

Cheriyal	 following	 the	 lead	of	his	aunt	who	was	 selling	dolls	made	of	 cow	dung	outside	a	

temple;	 the	 state	 for	 him	 exists	 as	 Lepakshi	 who	 gives	 him	 orders	 for	 a	 set	 number	 of	

paintings	and	issues	him	notifications	about	upcoming	exhibitions;	the	state	for	Vaikuntam	

exists	 in	the	form	of	the	Training	Programme	which	not	only	gives	him	a	monthly	stipend,	

but	also	introduced	him	to	his	junior	artists,	Ganesh	and	Malaysham;	the	state	for	him	exists	

in	his	Health	Insurance	Card	issued	by	Development	Commission	Handicraft,	which	entitles	

his	family	a	yearly	amount	of	Rs	15000	towards	medical	benefits;	the	state	exists	for	him	in	
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the	 different	 official	 applications	 he	 needs	 to	 fill	 to	 qualify	 for	 the	 Master	 Craftsman	

candidacy,	the	state	exists	in	the	anticipation	from	the	time	he	puts	in	his	application,	and	

finally	the	state	exists	in	the	framed	photograph	on	his	wall	receiving	the	Certificate.	

	

Vaikuntam’s	ID	card	

	

The	family’s	health	insurance	card	
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Interestingly,	when	asked	to	describe	 the	qualities	of	 the	Master	Craftsperson,	Vaikuntam	

incorporated	into	his	definition,	what	almost	seemed	like	a	personal	biography,		

A	Master	Craftsperson	must	first	and	foremost	be	an	exceptional	artist.	He	

needs	to	be	rough	and	tough.	A	Master	Craftsperson	is	one	who	is	known	

for	his	dexterity	and	skill.	But	most	of	all	he	should	have	utmost	knowledge	

about	the	practice.	He	is	a	special	person	

On	 looking	 at	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 state	 and	 the	 artist	 respectively	 define	 a	 Master	

Craftsperson,	 one	 notices	 that	 both	 definitions	 aim	 at	 narrating	 a	 personhood;	 the	

difference	 lies	 in	 the	way	 they	 come	 to	 determine	 ‘personhood’.	 In	 the	 definition	 of	 the	

state,	 ‘personhood’	 of	 the	Master	 Craftsperson	 is	 constructed	 through	 the	 agency	 of	 the	

craft	 object	 to	 realize	 certain	 utopian	 visions	 of	 traditional	 crafts	 (Venkatesan	 2011).	 The	

craftsperson	 is	 then	 circumscribed	 by	 the	 object,	 something	 we	 have	 also	 tangentially	

referred	to	while	discussing	the	tendency	of	the	market	to	consider	and	desire	‘traditional	

artists’	doing	repetitive	work.	The	craftsperson	is	seen	as	an	agent	that	transforms	materials	

into	objects,	without	the	process	being	transformative	for	the	craftsperson,	also	something	

we	 have	 discussed	 in	 reference	 to	 the	 ‘rare	 work’	 which	 Vaikuntam	 does.	 Nevertheless,	

there	is	a	transformation	–	on	becoming	a	Master,	the	craftsperson	is	immediately	elevated	

to	 becoming	 emblematic	 of	 her	 specific	 craft	 and	 craft	 community.	 She	 is	 not	 an	

autonomous	individual,	but	one	whose	life	experience	is	bound	with	the	‘marginalization’	of	

her	 community,	 and	 with	 the	 history	 of	 a	 struggle	 for	 ‘visibility’	 of	 the	 craft	 object,	 a	

discourse	we	confronted	when	discussing	the	way	in	which	artists	like	Janghar	Singh	Shyam	

were	not	allowed	to	shed	his	‘tribal’	sensibilities.		

However	in	his	narrative	about	a	Master	Craftsperson,	Vaikuntam	does	not	refer	so	much	to	

the	‘work’	that	makes	an	artist	a	Master	Craftsman,	but	to	the	characteristics	which	allow	

him	 to	 be	 an	 “exceptional	 artist”	 –	 “rough	 and	 tough”,	 which	 probably	 means	 that	 the	

Master	 Craftsmen	 should	 be	 a	 seasoned	 artist	 who	 has	 weathered	 all	 economic	 and	

material	 hardships	 to	 continue	 producing	 good	 work;	 “known	 for	 his	 dexterity	 and	 skill”	

which	 refers	 to	 the	way	 in	which	 skill	 is	 the	 result	and	 the	not	prerequisite	of	experience	

(Venkatesan	 2011);	 “have	 utmost	 knowledge	 about	 the	 practice”	 could	 refer	 to	 how	 the	

Master	Craftsperson,	by	being	conscious	of	the	way	in	which	practice	and	knowledge	keep	
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evolving	 dialogically,	 is	 capable	 of	 harnessing	 creative	 processes	 that	 are	 not	 entirely	

predictable,	and	of	producing	work	of	constant	quality	from	changeable	raw	materials	and	

techniques;	and	last,	it	is	all	the	above	qualities	that	make	the	Master	Craftsman	“a	special	

person”.		

Thus	on	the	one	hand,	knowledge	 is	created	by	the	state	by	reading	 into	 the	craft	object,	

which	is	seen	as	a	visual	and	textual	record	of	a	practice	and	its	practicing	community;	on	

the	other	hand,	knowledge	is	created	by	the	artist	by	reading	from	the	object,	by	making	it	

the	 embodiment	 of	 the	 history	 of	 a	 practice	 and	 the	 concomitant	 skill	 of	 its	 practitioner.	

However,	 as	 I	mentioned	 before,	 it	would	 be	missing	 the	 point	 if	 one	 understands	 these	

instances	as	‘resistance’	or	‘counter-narratives’	self-consciously	undertaken	by	subjects.	This	

is	 because	 while	 encountering	 the	 state,	 which	 makes	 individuals	 negotiate	 around	 new	

knowledge	and	new	knowledge	 industries,	 they	are	 ‘always	already’	 located	within	 locally	

and	 historically	 structured	 meanings,	 which	 are	 embodied	 to	 evoke	 legitimacy	 in	

bureaucratic	formulations	(Mertz	1994).	

The	reason	I	referred	to	Vaikuntam’s	above	definition	as	seeming	like	a	personal	biography,	

is	not	because	I	feel	Vaikuntam	has	an	exaggerated	sense	of	self,	but	because,	confronted	

with	 a	 question	 like	 ‘Define	 a	Master	 Craftsperson’,	which	 is	what	 I	 asked	 him,	 he	might	

have	found	himself	in	a	situation	where	he	felt	the	need	to	defend	or	justify	his	own	status	

as	a	Master	Craftsperson.	It	is	here	that	I	realize	that	ethnography	not	only	forges	a	relation	

with	 the	 subject	 through	 language,	but	also	 this	 language	 in	a	 certain	 sense	 ‘relies’	upon,	

what	 Butler	 calls	 “epistemological	 frames”	 (Butler	 2005:	 25),	 namely	 the	market	 and	 the	

nation-state,	which	 impose	upon	the	subject	a	 ‘recognition’.	When	I	addressed	Vaikuntam	

with	 the	 question,	 ‘Who	 is	 a	 Master	 Craftsman?’	 I	 was	 also	 addressing	 the	 norms	 and	

conditions	that	he	needs	to	internalize	for	him	to	become	a	Master	Craftsman.	These	‘norms	

and	 conditions’	 then	Vaikuntam	not	only	has	 to	narrate	 but	 reiterate.	 Expounding	on	 the	

way	 in	 which	 the	 construction	 of	 identity	 is	 enmeshed	 within	 a	 habitus	 of	 different	

experiences,	Butler	writes,	

When	we	ask,	‘by	virtue	of	what	exteriority	is	recognition	conferred?’,	we	

find	that	it	cannot	be	the	particular	endowment	of	the	Other	who	is	able	

to	know	and	to	recognize	me,	since	that	Other	will	also	have	to	rely	upon	a	
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certain	 criterion	 to	 establish	 what	 will	 and	 will	 not	 be	 recognizable,	 a	

frame	for	seeing	and	judging.	There	is	already	not	only	an	epistemological	

frame	within	which	 the	 face	appears,	but	an	operation	of	power	as	well,	

since	 only	 by	 virtue	 of	 certain	 kinds	 of	 anthropocentric	 dispositions	 and	

cultural	frames	will	a	given	face	seem	to	be	a	human	face	to	any	one	of	us.	

After	 all,	 under	 what	 conditions	 do	 some	 individuals	 acquire	 a	 face,	 a	

legible	and	visible	face,	and	others	do	not?	There	is	a	language	that	frames	

the	encounter,	and	embedded	in	that	language	a	set	of	norms	concerning	

what	will	and	will	not	constitute	recognisability	(Butler	2005:	25).	

From	 the	 above	 discussions	 what	 also	 emerges	 is	 that	 the	 process	 by	 which	 a	 Master	

Craftsman	is	chosen	nevertheless	has	its	inception	in	the	intention	of	individual	craftspeople	

to	be	included	within	this	schema	of	official	and	bureaucratic	selection;	it	is	the	craftsperson	

who	 seeks	 the	 ‘Application	 Form’	 and	 crafts	 the	 ‘object’	 which	 is	 meant	 to	 the	 defining	

moment	 of	 a	 history	 of	 skill	 and	 knowledge.	 Thus,	 following	 David	 Lim	who	 narrates	 the	

experience	 of	 ‘infinite	 longing	 for	 home’	 among	 migrants	 and	 refugees	 within	 the	 neo-

liberalized	 world,	 the	 state	 presents	 itself	 as	 desirable	 for	 the	 subjects	 it	 constructs	 (see	

Introduction,	Lim	2005).	The	craft	then	emerges	as	the	performance	and	articulation	of	that	

desire	and	longing.	But	it	is	within	the	construction	of	this	performance	and	articulation	that	

another	world	 of	 understandings,	 contexts	 and	meanings	 are	 unravelled	which	 highlights	

that	the	‘desiring	body’,	that	of	the	craftsperson,	is	better	understood	as	a	historical	process	

emanating	 from	 a	 diversity	 of	material	 and	 discursive	 encounters,	 collective	 imaginations	

and	narrative	reflections	of	the	self.			

	

IV. DISCRETE	PLACES:	GEOGRAPHICAL	INDICATIONS	OF	GOODS	ACT	

The	history	of	social	science	research	on	‘craft’	has	shown	that	much	of	the	value	of	crafts	is	

derived	 from	 what	 is	 constructed	 as	 its	 ability	 to	 ‘authentically’	 represent,	 as	 Chiarappa	

formulates,	 “individuals,	 community	 identity…	 collective	 memory	 (and)…	 the	 power	 of	

regional	affiliation”	(Chiarappa	1997:	399).		Simultaneously,	while	anthropological	literature	

has	contributed	significantly	to	uncover	the	colonial	agendas	and	oriental	complicity	in	the	

definition	of	‘culture’,	more	recent	scholars,	such	as	Harvey,	have	emphasized	on	the	ways	
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in	 which	 ‘regions’	 and	 ‘territories’	 emerge	 from	 a	 mix	 of	 physical,	 social	 and	 mental	

processes.68	 This	 understanding	 of	 ‘culture’	 and	 ‘region’	 not	 as	 things,	 but	 as	 ‘contested,	

temporal	 and	 emergent’,	 has	 specific	 repercussions	 for	 intellectual	 property	 (IP)	 rights,	

which	are	directed	towards	protecting	knowledge	as	a	justification	of	cultural	integrity.		

	

Chiarappa	in	turn	demonstrates	that	while	the	value-oriented	approach	situates	vernacular	

crafts	within	“perceptibly	bounded	and	inviolate	historical,	ethnographic	and	environmental	

settings”	 (Chiarappa	1997:	421),	 craft	producers	draw	upon	a	network	of	historical,	 social	

and	geographical	sources	to	communicate	and	sustain,	what	they	consider,	a	local/regional	

consciousness.	 This	 section	 commits	 itself	 to	 this	 approach	within	 craft	 historiography;	 it	

continues	to	explore	narratives	of	craft	producers	to	appreciate	the	contexts	they	evoke	to	

read	 meaning	 into	 concerns	 for	 authenticity	 and	 belongingness,	 which	 have	 come	 to	

characterize	 twentieth	 century	 IP	 right	debates.	This	 section	 shall	particularly	 focus	on	an	

emphasis	by	 IP	on	physical	 geography,	 through	 the	aegis	of	Geographical	 Indications	 (GI),	

which	 functions	 to	 locate,	 identify	 and	 authenticate	 a	 community’s	 craft	 to	 a	 singular	

geographical	and	cultural	origin.69		

A. GEOGRAPHICAL	INDICATIONS:	A	CONTEXT		

The	definition	of	GI,	whose	genesis	 lies	within	the	history	of	protection	against	misleading	

use	and	misconceptions	in	trade,	as	provided	by	the	Agreement	on	Trade	Related	Aspects	of	

Intellectual	Property	(TRIPS)	includes,	

“...	 indications	which	 identify	 a	 good	 as	 originating	 or	manufactured	 in	 the	 territory	 of	 a	

Member	[of	the	World	Trade	Organization],	or	a	region	or	locality	in	that	territory,	where	a	

given	quality,	reputation	or	other	characteristic	of	the	good	is	essentially	attributable	to	its	

geographical	origin”	includes	(Heath	and	Sanders	[eds.]	2005).	

Thus,	 by	 its	 very	definition,	GI	 is	 committed	 to	 an	ethical	 endeavour	whereby	“landscape	

and	 traditions	 become	 part	 of	 the	 products”	 (Fontefrancesco	 2012:	 90),	 which	 puts	 the	

																																																													
68	For	a	discussion	on	geographical	imagination	and	the	use	of	cartography	for	the	production	of	knowledge,	
see	David	Harvey	(2005).	
	
69	Ibid.	
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‘region’	 and	 ‘locality’	 at	 the	 helm	 of	 value-creation.	 	 Aarti	 Kawlra,	 in	 her	 analysis	 of	 the	

Registration	of	silk	saris	weaved	in	Kancheepuram,70	 is	then	justified	in	saying	that	“the	GI	

was	associated	with	empowering	producer	groups	with	greater	responsibilities	through	the	

devolution	 of	 state	 control	 to	 local	 certification	 bodies…	where	 spaces	 of	 production	 are	

transformed	into	‘places	of	origin’”	(Kawlra	2014:	2;	7).	

The	 purpose	 of	 GI	was	 therefore	 primarily	 for	 competing	 producers	 to	 differentiate	 their	

economic	 products	 by	 building	 a	 value,	which	would	 help	 them	 seek	 a	 premium	price.	 A	

World	 Trade	Organization	 (WTO)	 report	 informs	 that	 in	 a	 consumer	 survey	 conducted	by	

the	European	Union	in	1999,	40	per	cent	consumers	were	willing	to	pay	a	premium	price	for	

goods	that	guaranteed	them	authenticity	of	origin	(WTO	2004).		

As	a	part	of	the	TRIPS	Agreement,	 India	enacted	the	Geographical	 Indications	of	 India	Act,	

1999.	According	to	a	report	prepared	by	The	Energy	and	Resource	Institute	(TERI),	there	are	

172	products	 registered	with	 the	GI	Registry	of	 India,	of	which	64	per	cent	are	handicraft	

goods,	26	per	cent	are	agricultural	goods,	and	the	remaining	are	food	products	(TERI	2013).		

While	addressing	the	question	regarding	why	hand-crafted	products	are	the	more	popular	

adherents	of	protection	from	GI	in	India,	Kawlra	reports	what	the	Deputy	Registrar	of	Trade	

Marks	and	Geographical	Indications	informed	her,	

Inclusion	in	GI	Registry	would	help	put	a	check	to	the	unhealthy	practice	of	

cheating	customers	by	selling	silk	saris	woven	in	other	parts	of	the	state	as	

‘Kancheepuram	 silk	 sari’…	 silk	 saris	which	 comply	with	 the	 specifications	

and	 weaving	 method	 mentioned	 in	 the	 GI	 registry	 records	 would	 alone	

qualify	 for	 branding	 as	 ‘Kancheepuram	 silk	 sari…	 (and)	 bring	 some	

discipline	 among	 the	 silk	 sari	 manufacturers	 and	 weavers	 in	

Kancheepuram	(Venkatasubramanian,	2011)	(Kawlra	1997:	12).	

Nash,	as	we	have	discussed	earlier,	 claims	 that	 the	economic	activity	of	buying	handicraft	

has	been	laced	with	a	moral	participation	in	the	‘lived	tradition’	of	a	struggling	community	

of	workers.	GI	does	not	merely	re-asserts	this	phenomenon,	whereby	Western	or	Western-

																																																													
70	Kancheepuram	or	Kanchipuram	is	a	city	in	the	southern	Indian	state	of	Tamil	Nadu;	it	has	been	an	important	
centre	for	silk	weaving	since	the	eleventh	century.	
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oriented	purchasers	(especially	in	India,	post-liberalization),	by	consuming	handicrafts,	also	

“consume	the	 region”	 (Chiarappa	1997:	405),	but	 it	also	achieves	 this	end	by	 ‘disciplining’	

the	manufacturers.	One	of	the	prerequisites	for	registering	a	product	under	the	GI	scheme	

pertains	to	the	strict	compliance	of	technical	injunctions	and	quality	standards	as	prescribed	

during	the	Registration	process.		

As	 we	 have	 already	 discussed	 previously,	 this	 preoccupation	 with	 situating	 objects	 and	

practices	 within	 coherent	 spatial	 and	 knowledge	 frames	 is	 what	 characterized	 colonial	

historiography	of	‘crafts’	in	the	Indian	sub-continent,	either	through	administrative	surveys	

or	 public	 exhibitions	 of	 Indian	 objects	 (Breckenridge	 1989;	 Sethi	 2013;	 McGowan	 2009;	

Mathur	2000;	Guha-Thakurta	2004).	Kawlra	 in	her	analysis	 refers	 to	 the	“colonial	 fixing	of	

artisanal	products	 to	discrete	 localities”	 (Kawlra	2014:	6),	which	not	only	 transformed	 the	

‘locality’	 into	 a	 physical	 and	 bounded	 custodian	 of	 the	 ‘traditional’,	 but	 also	 produced	

objective	 and	 scientifically	 standardized	 records	 of	 producers’	 experiences	 of	 the	 craft	

within	 the	 colonial	 archive.	 With	 its	 Registration	 in	 2009,	 silk	 saris	 manufactured	 in	

Kancheepuram	were	required	to	adhere	to	stringent	quality	control	to	ensure	the	sheen	of	

the	sari,	which	is	one	of	its	distinguishing	traits.	While	this	kind	of	standardization	led	to	the	

delegitimization	of	weavers	who	found	certain	stipulations	economically	expensive,	Kawlra	

notes	 that	 this	 practice	 of	 fixing	 technical	 parameters	 had	 its	 inception	 in	 the	 way	 the	

process	 of	 silk	 weaving	 in	 Kancheepuram	 was	 documented	 and	 recorded	 by	 colonial	

accounts	in	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century.	She	writes,		

“…	 the	 very	 process	 of	 delineation	 and	 fixing	 of	 production	 specifics	 to	

historically	defined	 ‘places’	of	production,	privileges	a	 singular	version	of	

local	 reality,	 itself	 stabilized	 within	 an	 administrative	 moment”	 (Kawlra	

2014:	12).	

Bourdieu’s	seminal	essay	‘Identity	and	Representation’	provides	a	pivotal	grounding	for	the	

discussion	 around	 ‘fixing’	 (Bourdieu	 1984).	 According	 to	 Bourdieu,	 claims	 made	 about	 a	

region	and	its	identity,	by	making	it	the	‘place	of	origin’	of	certain	properties,	is	a	claim	to	a	

monopoly	of	power	by	science	and	modernity	(Bourdieu	1984).	‘Power’,	here	refers	to	the	

power	 to	 induce	 people	 to	 create	 for	 themselves	 and	 rationalize	 classifications,	 “and,	

thereby,	 to	 make	 and	 unmake	 groups”	 (Bourdieu	 1984:	 224).	 Through	 the	 creation	 of	
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‘regions’,	 Bourdieu	 asserts,	 the	 law	 of	 the	 nation-state	 creates	 realms	 by	 generating	 an	

‘interior’,	 which	 is	 separate	 and	 distinct	 from	 what	 is	 outside	 it,	 or	 exterior.	 Hence,	 the	

‘regionalist	 discourse’	 which	 institutions	 like	 IP	 law,	 and	 particularly	 GI,	 engage	 with,	

Bourdieu	 claims	 “is	 a	 performative	 discourse	 which	 aims	 to	 impose	 as	 legitimate	 a	 new	

definition	of	 the	 frontiers	and	to	get	people	to	know	and	recognize	the	region”	 (Bourdieu	

1984:	225).	

	

An	image	of	the	GI	Certificate	registering	Cheriyal	Paintings		
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In	 2010,	 India	 added	 to	 its	 list	 of	 GIs	 ‘Cheriyal	 Paintings’.	 It	 was	 the	 Andhra	 Pradesh	

Handicrafts	Development	Corporation	(APHDC),	a	wing	of	DC	Handicrafts,	that	initiated	and	

facilitated	the	application	for	GI	on	behalf	of	Vaikuntam.	However	as	mentioned	earlier,	this	

artistic	 practice,	was	 spread	 throughout	 different	 regions	 of	 Telangana,	 of	which	 Cheriyal	

was	only	a	part.	Thus	at	the	outset	it	is	worth	clearly	stating	that	this	particular	art-form	has	

been	legally	branded	as	‘Cheriyal	Paintings’	because	Cheriyal	is	imagined	by	the	state	as	the	

only	place	where	the	Telangana	style	of	mural	and	cloth	paintings	is	practiced.		

What	is	then	being	suggested	is	the	way	in	which	then	the	registration	under	GI	has	come	to	

re/construct	the	history	of	a	practice.	By	 looking	at	the	way	 in	which	artists	 from	Cheriyal	

today	 negotiate	with	 this	 constructed	 local	world	 of	 the	 community	 and	 its	 practice,	 the	

remainder	of	this	section	shall	attempt	to	critically	reflect	on	the	limitations	of	the	some	of	

the	 legal	 clauses	 and	 pre-requisites	 under	 the	 GI	 Act	 of	 India	 which	 deem	 a	 product	

protectable	under	the	GI	scheme.	

	

B. BENEFITS	OF	LEGAL	PROTECTION	

	

An	application	 for	GI	 is	 acknowledged	 the	GI	Registry	Office	 in	Chennai	 in	 the	 form	of	 an	

Examination	Report	(ER)	which	calls	upon	the	applicant	to	comply	with	certain	requirements	

that	are	enumerated.	One	of	the	requisites	 in	the	ER	 in	response	to	the	application	for	GI	

enumerates,	 “Producers	 in	 the	 GI	 target	 area	 should	 be	 aware	 of	 the	 benefits	 of	 GI	

registration...”,	to	which	the	law	firm	in	Chennai	representing	the	APHDC,	responded,	

“As	Regards	 the	Compliance...	we	 submit	 that...	 the	 family	members	 are	

aware	of	the	 implications	and	 importance	of	GI	registration	and	 in	 fact	 it	

was	in	view	of	this	that	they	have	come	forward	to	form	the	said	Trust	and	

to	get	the	said	Gl	registered”,	dated	2	May	2010.	
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1. “This	is	our	right…”	

To	recall,	 it	 is	owing	to	the	location	and	history	of	the	family	of	practitioners	that	Cheriyal	

today	is	considered	the	‘place	of	origin’	of	a	practice.		However	as	I	continued	my	discussion	

with	 Vaikuntam	 around	 what	 he	 expected	 to	 ‘benefit’	 from	 the	 legal	 registration	 of	 the	

family’s	craft,	it	was	interesting	to	note	what	according	to	him	gave	legitimacy	to	this	kind	of	

legal	status,	

In	 the	past,	people	have	always	earned	a	 living	 from	the	knowledge	 that	

their	own	community	has	specialized	in.	Structures	were	in	place	to	ensure	

that	no	one	enters	someone	else’s	turf	to	earn	a	living.	Training	would	be	

restricted	 to	 the	 community.	 But	 today	 there	 are	 so	 many	 people	 who	

want	to	learn	so	many	different	things...	You	see	earlier,	the	caste-system	

was	a	kind	of	patenting	over	a	particular	skill	and	practice...	But	today	the	

GI	 certificate	 helps	 us	 protect	 the	 knowledge	 given	 to	 us	 by	 my	 four-

fathers	 from	being	used	by	outsiders.	This	work	has	been	practice	 in	our	

household	for	a	very	long	time;	this	is	our	right		

In	 his	 article	 “The	 Guild	 in	Modern	 South	 Asia”,	 Roy	 looks	 at	 the	 way	 in	 which	 informal	

associations	 like	 caste	 and	 communities	 in	 India,	 though	 not	 identical,	 were	 certainly	

comparable	 to	 European	 guilds	 (Roy	 2008).71	 	Guilds,	 the	way	 they	 functioned	 in	 Europe,	

namely	technical	training,	regulation	of	competition,	capital	credit	and	curbing	free	access	

to	 knowledge,	 Roy	 claims	were	 ‘unnecessary’	 in	 India	 because	 of	 a	 pre-existing	model	 of	

regulation	 and	 distribution	 of	 resources	 that	 operated	 through	 endogamous	 associations	

like	 caste	 and	 community	 (Roy	 2008:	 118).72	 	 Among	 nineteenth	 and	 twentieth	 century	

examples	of	informal	association	among	traders,	Roy	mentions	a	community	of	silk	weavers	

in	Madurai,	 South	 India,	 Sourashtras,	who	 facilitated	 the	 technological	 transition	amongst	

themselves	from	plant-based	to	mineral-based	dye	by	setting	up	specialized	dying	factories	

																																																													
71	While	both	caste	and	guild,	operated	as	what	Roy	(2008)	calls	‘clubs’,	entry	into	a	caste	was	ensured	by	birth	
and	marriage,	whereas	guilds	regulated	membership	though	market	goods	and	a	fee.		
	
72	According	to	Roy	(2008),	‘community’	comprised	a	collection	of	families	that	shared	social	and	business	ties,	
while	 caste	 in	 this	 defined	 the	 boundaries	 within	 which	 marriage	 could	 take	 place.	 While	 caste	 fostered	
collective	 regulation	and	organization,	 it	was	 through	 the	 institution	of	marriage	and	kinship	 through	which	
knowledge	and	trade	circulated	within	communities.	
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in	Madurai.	While	 the	new	 technology	 spread	 fast	 among	members	 of	 the	 community,	 it	

was	 the	 guild-like	 function	 of	 the	 community	 of	 weavers	 that	 restricted	 the	 knowledge	

within	the	town	of	Madurai	(Roy	2008).			

In	 light	 of	 this	 discussion,	 the	 above	 justification	 which	 Vaikuntam	 gives	 for	 a	 legal	

protection	like	GI	renders	the	poignancy	of	his	previous	categorization	of	‘outsiders’.	Similar	

to	 what	 Roy	 puts	 fourth,	 Vaikuntam’s	 narrative	 demonstrates	 the	 way	 in	 which	 artisans	

conceptualize	 craft	 production	 not	 just	 through	 a	 spatial	 perspective,	 but	 also	 through	 a	

network	 of	 social	 relations	 embedded	 within	 that	 space.	 The	 allusion	 to	 ‘caste’	 as	 an	

erstwhile	non-state	based	social	structure	that	 is	analogous	to	 IP	 is	 then	a	 function	of	 the	

negotiations,	which	 these	 historically	 structured	 and	 regionally-embedded	 relations	 enter	

into	with	modern	discourses	such	as	law.	Therefore	the	very	political	assertion	of	GI	as		‘our	

right’	by	Vaikuntam	allows	one	to	 re-imagine	 IP	as	a	mechanism	which	 includes	within	 its	

ambit	 the	 protection	 of	 networks	 of	 knowledge	 and	 information	 flow	 that	 have	 been	

inherited	by	communities	of	artists.		

2. Knowledge	about	a	practice	

Second,	it	is	precisely	the	way	in	which	Vaikuntam	claims	this	knowledge	of	his	‘fore-fathers’	

as	 a	 ‘right’,	 that	 one	 can	 also	 construct	 a	 site	 where	 what	 it	 means	 to	 belong	 to	 a	

community	 of	 practitioners	 is	 open	 to	 definition.	 Similar	 to	 the	 Registration	 of	 the	

Kancheepuram	sari,	 the	Registration	of	 ‘Cheriyal	Paintings’	 required	the	documentation	of	

details	associated	with	the	making	of	these	paintings	–	from	the	way	the	cloth	is	treated	to	

make	 the	 canvas,	 to	 the	 ingredients	 used	 to	prepare	 the	mixture,	 to	 the	 kinds	of	 colours	

applied	 and	 their	 intensities,	 to	 the	 themes	 and	 subject	matter	 of	 paintings,	 to	 even	 the	

different	sizes	that	the	artists	specialize	in.	As	we	have	already	discussed	above,	it	is	through	

this	 kind	 of	 authorized	 documentation	 that	 the	 rules	 and	 techniques	 that	 make	 up	

knowledge	 about	 a	 practice	 become	 standardized.	 However,	 stemming	 from	 Kawlra’s	

concern	 about	 the	 “dynamism	 of	 the	 local”	 (Kawlra	 2014:	 14)	 as	 a	 result	 of	 this	 kind	 of	

standardization,	 what	 I	 am	 interested	 is	 in	 understanding	 how	 this	 knowledge	 about	 a	

practice	then	comes	to	be	embodied.	Vaikuntam	explains,		

I	 conducted	 a	 six-month	 training	 workshop	 in	 which	 Ganesh	 and	

Malaysham	 participated.	 But	 one	 cannot	 be	 considered	 a	 ‘skilled	 artist’	
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after	 only	 six	 months	 of	 classroom	 kind	 of	 training.	 You	 have	 to	 work	

under	a	master	for	many	years	–	observe	his	techniques,	follow	his	hand,	

practice	 the	 work	 and	 then	 only	 will	 you	 be	 able	 to	 develop	 your	 own	

style.	 This	 is	 how	 I	 was	 trained	 by	 my	 father	 and	 this	 is	 how	 even	 my	

children	have	been	 trained	–	 learning	 the	 technique	while	helping	me	 in	

my	work.	There	is	no	other	way	to	master	this	craft		

A	‘master’	then,	according	to	Vaikuntam,	was	an	individual	who	not	only	exercises	authority	

over	the	rules	and	techniques	of	the	craft,	but	is	also	who	determines	the	way	in	which	this	

knowledge	about	a	practice	 should	be	 transmitted.	And	 it	 is	 through	 the	appropriation	of	

‘knowledge’	and	its	‘rules	of	transmission’	that	the	individual	becomes	part	of	a	community	

of	practitioners	(Roy	2008).	More	importantly,	the	cognitive	process	is	characterized	not	by	

the	precision	of	rules,	or	what	Viakuntam	calls	‘classroom	kind	of	training’,	but	by	accuracy	

of	 perceptions	 that	 are	 situated	 in	 the	 body	 –	 observing,	 following	 and	 practicing	 –	 	 and	

generated	 through	 action	 and	 interaction	with	 other	 individuals.	 Trevor	Marchand	 claims	

that	it	is	this	pursuit	of	‘knowing	as	an	ongoing	process’,	rather	than	‘knowing	as	certainty’	

that	gives	rise	to	ways	in	which	individuals	acquire	skill	and	enhance,	what	Vaikuntam	refers	

to	as,	‘own	style’	(Marchand	2010).	

Thus	 from	 the	makers’	 perspective,	 the	 ‘benefits’	 of	 having	 products	 of	 a	 craft	 protected	

under	 the	 GI	 scheme	 is	 to	 preserve	 and	 develop	 their	 skill,	 which	 they	 consider	 as	 an	

historical	 expression	 of	 their	 ties	 to	 their	 family,	 their	 community	 and	 their	 region.	 Skill	

acquisition	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 physical	 embodiment	 and	 social	 embeddednes,	 as	 opposed	 to	

conformity	to	a	web	of	measureable	rules.73	The	insistence	on	the	latter	and	a	dismissal	of	

the	former	is,	scholars	claim	(Mertz	1994;	Anderson	2009),	the	way	in	which	IP	laws	tend	to	

“translate,	 tame	and	alter	 the	experience”	 (Mertz	1994:	 1254)	of	 indigenous	 lives,	 on	 the	

one	hand,	and	on	the	other,	facilitate	the	incompatible	difference	between	‘traditional’	and	

‘western’	 knowledge.	 To	 address	 this	 further	 let	 us	 turn	 to	 a	 crucial	 aspect,	 rather	 pre-

condition,	for	a	cultural	object	to	be	deemed	protectable	under	the	GI	scheme.		

	

																																																													
73	16.	See	Marchand,	2010.	“Introduction”,	in	Trevor	Marchand	(ed.)	Making	Knowledge:	Explorations	of	the	
Indissoluble	Relations	between	Mind,	Body	and	Environment.	Wiley-Blackwell,	London.	
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C. GEOGRAPHICAL	DETERMINATION	

Another	requisite	put	forward	by	the	ER,	which	is	also	an	essential	condition	for	any	product	

to	be	protectable	under	the	GI	schema,	pertains	to	the	identification	of	the	geographical	site	

where	the	product	is	produced.	What	is	demanded	are	the	exact	geographical	coordinates	

within	 which	 ‘Cheriyal	 Paintings’	 are	 produced,	 which	 is	 met	 with	 a	 very	 systematic	

determination	of	the	precise	longitudinal	and	latitudinal	location	of	village	Cheriyal.	

As	 regards	 the	 compliance	at	Clause	1(v),	 the	particulars	of	 Latitude	and	

Longitude	 of	 Cheriyal	 Village	 in	 Jangaon	 Taluk,	 Warrangal	 District,	 in	

Andhra	Pradesh,	India	are	as	follows:	

	

Lattitude:	17	degrees,55	minutes,	12.91	seconds	North	

Longitude	:	78	degrees,	55	minutes,	23.58	seconds	East	

	
- Response	to	Examination	Report	by	APHDC,	dated	2	May	2010	

	

1. Locating	the	practice	

Historically	 there	 is	 evidence	 to	 suggest	 that	 this	 art-form	was	 certainly	not	 concentrated	

within	 the	 confines	 of	 Cheriyal.	 The	 earliest	 surviving	 specimen	 of	 the	 ‘Cheriyal’	 style	 of	

scroll	 painting	 is	 datable	 to	 about	 1625	 for	 it	 bears	 a	 date	 of	 transfer	 of	 ownership	 in	

November	1664	(Mittal,	1998:	56–65).	This	early	scroll	and	seven	others	painted	between	

circa	1775	and	about	1900	are	in	the	Salar	Jung	Museum,	Hyderabad.	The	overall	effect	and	

detail	of	the	early	scroll	of	circa	1625	displays	the	strong	influence	of	the	Vijaynagara	style	

of	painting,74	best	seen	in	the	sixteenth	century	wall	paintings	of	the	Veerabhadra	temple	at	

Lepakshi,75	 located	 in	 present-day	 Anantpur	 district,	 400	 km	 from	 Cheriyal.	 The	 scrolls	

																																																													
74	 The	Vijaynagara	 Empire	 (1336-1646)	was	 based	 in	 the	Deccan	 Plateau	 region	 of	 Southern	 India,	 covering	
present-day	Karnataka,	Andhra	Pradesh,	Tamil	Nadu	and	Kerala.	The	mingling	of	different	vernaculars	inspired	
artistic	innovation	of	Hindu	temple	construction	
	
75	The	Vijaynagara	legacy	includes	many	monuments	spread	over	South	India,	the	best	known	of	which	is	the	
group	at	Hampi,	of	which	 the	 temple	monuments	dedicated	 to	 the	deity	Veerabhadra	 in	 Lepakshi	 are	most	
exquisite.	
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painted	 circa	 1775–1900	owe	much	 to	 the	 later	 South	 Indian	Nayaka	 styles	 of	 painting.76	

This	was	because	the	cultural	and	artistic	tradition	set	out	by	the	initial	Vijaynagara	rulers,	

and	 carried	 on	 by	 the	 Southern	 Nayakas,	 was	 emulated	 practically	 by	 all	 artists	 in	 the	

Deccan	and	South	 India.	Scholars	claim	that	 it	 is	possible	 that	 in	1565,	after	 the	defeat	of	

Vijaynagara	at	the	hands	of	the	Deccani	Muslim	sultans,	some	painters,	who	were	attached	

to	 the	Vijaynagara	 court	or	worked	 for	 their	 feudatories,	migrated	northwards	and	 found	

patronage	 in	small	courts	 in	the	Golconda	and	Bijapur	kingdoms	of	present-day	Karnataka	

(Mittal	1998).	

	

A	specimen	of	a	mural	at	Lepakshi.	Source:	S.	Gopalakrishnamurthy,	The	Art	of	Lepakshi	(Hyderabad:	

Government	of	Andhra	Pradesh,	1970).	

In	terms	of	style	and	individual	elements,	such	as	the	attire	and	headgears	of	the	characters	

depicted,	 the	 visual	 vocabulary	 of	 the	 art-form	 is	 an	 amalgamation	 of	 certain	 cultural	

influences.	A	scroll	preserved	from	the	17th	century	depicts	characters	in	attire	befitting	the	

																																																													
76	The	Nayakas	were	the	largest	feudatories	of	the	Vijaynagar	Empire	who	ruled	the	territories	from	1491	till	
its	 demise	 at	 the	 hand	 of	 the	 Deccan	 Sultanate	 in	 the	 seventeenth	 century;	 the	 Nayaks	 rulers	 of	Madurai	
however	continued	into	the	eighteenth	century.	
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Qutab	 Shahi	 court—half-sleeved	 coat	 over	 a	 long	 jama	 (shirt)	 and	 tight-fitting	 paijama	

(pants).77	 These	 stylistic	 traits	 borrowed	 from	 the	 Muslim	 courts	 of	 Hyderabad	 were	

retained	 till	 the	 mid-18th	 century	 (Mittal	 2014).	 Similarly,	 given	 the	 region’s	 physical	

proximity	to	Maharashtra,	influences	of	the	Peshwa-style	of	draping	the	head-gear,	the	long	

tunic,	 along	 with	 thick	 ear-loops,	 are	 reflected	 within	 the	 scope	 of	 these	 narrative	

paintings.78	

	

An	early	scroll	made	either	in	Warangal	or	Karimnagar	region,	Telangana;	the	tunics	and	head	gear	

of	the	men	folk	reflect	the	Maratha	court,	c.	1790-1800.	Source:	Jagdish	Mittal,	Deccani	Paintings	

(Hyderabad,	Kamala	and	Jagdish	Mittal	Museum	of	Indian	Art,	2014).	

																																																													
77	 Qutab-Shahis	 were	 the	 ruling	 family	 of	 the	 kingdom	 of	 Golconda	 in	 Southern	 India	 from	 early	 sixteenth	
century	to	1687,	when	the	Deccan	was	conquered	by	the	Mughal	emperor	Aurangzeb.		

	
78	Peshwa	refers	to	the	administrative	titles	of	the	Maratha	kingdom,	which	extended	from	Tamil	Nadu	in	the	
south,	to	Peshawar	(modern-day	Khyber	in	the	north,	and	Bengal	and	Andaman	Islands	in	the	east.	It	rose	to	
power	after	the	demise	of	the	Vijaynagara	Empire	and	continued	its	imperial	power	in	India	between	1674	and	
1818.	
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Moreover,	referring	to	the	fact	that	Cheriyal	was	only	one	of	the	many	centres	where	this	

regional	 style	was	 practiced,	Mittal	 enumerates	 the	 extent	 of	 geographical	 spread	 of	 this	

practice	 through	 Telangana,	 as	 recounted	 to	 him	 by	 Venkatramaiah,	 Vaikuntam’s	 father	

(Mittal	2014):	

Warangal	district:	Hanamkonda	and	Materu	

Karimnagar	district:	Koratala,	Jagital,	Peddapali,	and	Tippapuram	

Nizamadab	district:	Balkonda	

Adilabad	district:	Nirmal	

	

Map	of	Telangana	showing	centres	where	this	art	form	was	practiced.	Source:	Jagdish	Mittal	Deccani	

Paintings	(Hyderabad:	Kamala	and	Jagdish	Mittal	Museum	of	Indian	Art,	2014)	
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As	we	have	already	seen	in	the	work	of	Nash	(1993),	Chiarappa	(1997)	and	Kawlra	(2014),	

search	for	‘authentic	origins’	serves	as	a	source	of	‘value’.	Moreover,	this	need	to	‘locate	the	

practice’	 functions	 to	 delineate	 ‘true’	 boundaries	 of	 a	 region	 or	 a	 community,	 which	 is	

considered	 a	 singular	 point	 of	 dissemination	 of	 an	 object.	 This	 spatial	 appropriation	 of	 a	

practice	however	has	been	a	cause	for	tension,	as	in	the	case	of	weavers	who	reside	outside	

the	municipality	of	Kancheepuram,	and	hence	are	not	considered	to	be	producers	of	what	

Kawlra	calls	 the	“original	Kanchipuram	sari”	 (Kawlra	2014:	13).	Two	other	similar	cases	of	

tension	include	the	administrative	and	legal	squabbles	between	India	and	Bangladesh	over	

the	 Registration	 by	 the	 former	 of	 a	 special	 kind	 of	 weave	 Jamdani	 (flower-vase),	 and	

between	 two	 regions	 within	 West	 Bengal,	 Murshidabad	 and	 Bishnupur,	 over	 the	

Registration	of	the	Baluchari	sari	by	the	former.79			

The	 GI	 chapter	 of	 IP	 rights,	 in	 principle,	 certainly	 marks	 a	 shift	 from	 the	 literal	 idea	 of	

possessive	 individualism	 to	 community/locale	 bases	 of	 knowledge	 production.	 But	 what	

deserves	critical	attention	 is	 the	way	 in	which	 it	 constructs	a	definition	of	 the	community	

and	 the	 local.	 The	 mathematical	 determination	 of	 the	 geographical	 coordinates	 of	 that	

‘place	 on	 earth’	 where	 an	 object	 is	 believed	 to	 have	 originated	 is	 an	 off-shoot	 of	 the	

knowledge	of	cartography	or	“terrestrial	surveying”	(Bhattacharya	2006:	127)	that	served	as	

the	 prerogative	 of	modern	 science,	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 imposing	 colonial	 rationality,	 and	 as	 the	

pre-requisite	for	the	authority	of	the	nation-state.	As	we	have	seen	above,	a	history	of	this							

art-form	 allows	 one	 to	 shift	 one’s	 focus	 from	 geographical	 centring	 to	 a	 geographical	

continuity	 of	 objects	 and	 practices.	 However	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	while	 GI	 ‘fixes’	

Cheriyal	as	the	geographical	centre	of	a	practice,	it	is	the	craft	producers	in	turn	who	enable	

us	to	address	the	question,	‘Cheriyal	is	at	the	centre	of	what?’	

2. “They	are	after	all	our	own	people”	

While	GI	registration	determines	‘Cheriyal’	as	a	singular	‘place	of	origin’	of	a	practice,	the	GI	

certificate	 issues	 legal	 protection	 to	 only	 those	 artisans	 registered	 with	 the	 Cheriyal	

Naqqashi	 Chitrakala	 Trust,	 which	 today	 comprises	 of	 11	 people,	 all	 belonging	 to	 one	

patrilineal	household.	As	Vaikuntam	explained,		
																																																													
79	See	“The	Protection	of	 Jamdani”,	The	Daily	Star,	8	March	2015,	and	“Baluchari	 tangled	 in	GI	 tussle”,	The	
Times	of	India,	11	February	2016.	
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We	 haven’t	 utilized	 this	 Trust.	 But	 the	 problem	 is	 that	 there	 are	 not	

enough	artists.	Earlier	naqqashi	 families	were	spread	 in	different	corners	

of	Telangana	–	Adilabad,	Nirmal,	Karimnagar.	Because	of	lack	of	work	most	

of	them	relinquished	this	craft	many	years	ago.	But	today	there	is	demand	

for	this	craft.	If	there	are	artists	in	other	parts	who	want	to	return	to	this,	

the	government	can	train	them,	and	we	can	then	all	come	together	and	do	

something	with	this	Trust.	They	are	after	all	our	own	people.	We	need	to	

build	unity.	That	is	the	only	way	we	can	develop		

As	noted	above,	the	dwindling	patronage	which	confronted	artists	across	Telangana	created	

conditions	for	artists	to	seek	sustenance	outside	the	ambit	of	the	practice;	this	in	turn	has	

created	a	scenario	where	despite	a	steady	demand	from	the	market,	there	are	not	enough	

producers	 supplying	 the	work.	 	 It	 is	 to	 address	 this	 concern	 that	 Vaikuntam	 suggests	 the	

diversification	and	expansion	of	the	work-force	to	allow	naqqashi	artists	around	Telangana	

to	 return	 to	 the	 practice.	 Elucidating	 on	 the	 role	 history	 has	 in	 the	 biography	 of	 a	 place,	

Harvey	writes,			

Place-making...	 is	an	art	that	belongs	largely	to	people	and	not	to	capital.	

The	deeper	meanings	that	people	assign	to	their	relationship	to	the	land,	

to	place,	home	and	the	practices	of	dwelling	are	perpetually	at	odds	with	

the	 crass	 commercialisms	 of	 land	 and	 property	 markets	 (Harvey	 2010:	

192).	

Vaikuntam	therefore	locates	himself	between	two	distinct	paradigms.	On	the	one	hand,	by	

engaging	with	the	tenets	of	GI	which	maps	a	geography	of	territory,	he	justifies	the	‘right’	of	

his	 family	 to	 be	 uniquely	 located	 within	 this	 craft.	 On	 the	 other,	 by	 reminiscing	 about	

affective	 ties	 which	maps	 a	 geography	 of	 practice,	 Vaikuntam	 imagines	 a	 ‘place’	 which	

fosters	‘unity’	with	erstwhile	artists.		

D. IDENTIFYING	PRODUCERS	

Included	 as	 one	 of	 prerequisites	 of	 the	 GI	 index	 is	 the	 clause	 pertaining	 to	 the	 accurate	

identification	of	craft	producers,		
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“The	Representative	legal	body	of	producer	should	ensure	clause	relating	

to	maintain	quality	standards…	and	benefits	of	GI	are	to	be	shared	among	

all	producers	of	the	GI	product…	and	details	of	all	producers	in	the	GI	Area	

to	 be	 provided”	 –	 pt.	 1(ii)	 and	 (iii)	 of	 Examination	 Report,	 dated	 25	

February	2010.	

Moreover	the	Statement	of	Case,	as	part	of	initial	application	for	GI	registration	introducing	

the	craft,	submitted	by	the	APHDC,	already	mentioned,	

Totally	about	14	persons,	10	belonging	 to	one	household,	and	4	persons	

employed	by	the	said	household	on	a	contract	basis,	are	currently	involved	

in	Cheriyal	Paintings.	

In	 the	 case	 of	 Kancheepuram	 saris,	 owing	 to	 the	 stringent	 regulations	 regarding	 the	

technical	components	of	the	weaving	process,	a	majority	of	weavers	even	within	the	town	

of	Kancheepuram	are	still	not	authorized	to	produce	the	‘original	Kanchipuram	sari’.	Also,	as	

previously	suggested,	the	presence	of	naqqashi	artists	in	other	regions	of	Telangana	renders	

the	 practice	 of	 mapping	 an	 ‘absolute’	 and	 ‘whole’	 social	 demography	 of	 the	 craft,	 by	

calculating	the	total	number	of	producers	 in	one	geographically	defined	area,	problematic	

and	limited.	What	is	interesting	though	is	the	way	in	which	the	artists	from	Cheriyal	come	to	

be	identified	as	registered	GI	users.	

1. Training	workshops	

Institutionalized	by	the	APHDC	are	Training	Centres	 in	Cheriyal,	by	the	name	Guru-Shishya	

Parampara	 (loosely	 translates	 as	 ‘honouring	 the	 mentor-disciple	 tradition),	 where	 artists	

conduct	 biennial	 workshops	 spanning	 six	 months,	 training	 usually	 10	 novices	 who	 are	

selected	by	an	application	procedure.	Artists	usually	receive	a	notice	from	the	APHDC	two	to	

three	months	prior	 to	 the	Programme.	The	workshop	 takes	place	 six	days	 a	week	usually	

between	10am	to	5pm.	This	is	the	time	that	suits	women	trainees	who	usually	are	able	to	

attend	 the	 training	after	 finishing	or	before	 resuming	 their	household	chores.	The	Trainer	

gets	a	salary	of	Rs	10,000	a	month,	while	 trainees	are	paid	a	monthly	remuneration	of	Rs	

2000.	 Sundays	 and	 gazetted	 holidays	 are	 excluded;	 trainees	 are	 instructed	 to	 bring	 lunch	

and	snacks	from	home.	The	training	usually	takes	place	in	the	studio	of	the	artist,	which	in	
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Vaikuntam’s	and	Nageshwar’s	case	would	be	a	bit	inconvenient	given	that	both	their	studios	

could	accommodate	only	a	very	few	people	at	one	time.			

The	 selection	 of	 trainees	 is	 made	 by	 the	 Assistant	 Director	 of	 APHDC,	 who	 reviews	 the	

applications	 from	 the	office	at	Warangal.	Before	 the	workshop	begins,	 it	 is	 customary	 for	

the	Trainers	to	prepare	a	‘work-plan’	which	needs	to	be	submitted	to	the	APHDC	office.	The	

‘work-plan’	elaborates	on	the	curriculum	which	the	Trainers	would	chart	during	the	course	

of	the	workshop,	for	example,	the	number	of	months	that	would	be	spent	on	each	stage	of	

the	training	–	beginning	from	sketching,	to	preparation	of	colours,	to	colouring.		

Padma	too	conducted	a	Training	Workshop	 in	2012-13;	she	 informed	me	that	trainers	are	

usually	expected	to	stick	to	this	kind	of	‘time-table’,	

The	trainees	are	first	trained	in	pencil	sketch	for	the	first	2	months.	During	

this	 time	they	are	expected	to	complete	three	note	books	with	sketches.	

All	materials	like	colours	and	stationery	are	provided	by	the	APHDC	office.	

Once	they	are	trained	in	sketching,	we	move	on	with	colours.	They	are	first	

shown	the	technique	of	preparing	colour.	This	is	then	followed	by	the	way	

we	all	 learnt	the	craft	–	beginning	with	the	red	background,	then	colours	

for	 the	 body	 and	 clothes,	 followed	 by	 finer	 details,	 embellishments	 for	

jewellery	and	garments,	and	finally	the	black	outlines.		

But	 usually	 only	 a	 few	 of	 the	 trainees	 continue	with	 the	work	 after	 the	

workshop.	 In	the	last	programme	I	conducted	there	were	only	two	ladies	

who	 were	 good.	 I	 then	 asked	 them	 to	 help	 me	 with	 orders,	 like	 asking	

them	to	first	put	in	the	red	background,	and	progressing	in	that	way.	It	is	

usually	us	who	give	them	work;	otherwise	they	will	never	get	practice.	We	

pay	them	accordingly	from	our	own	pockets.	The	training	is	not	enough	for	

them	to	start	making	their	own	paintings	and	supply	to	emporiums.	They	

still	need	to	copy	figures;	they	cannot	make	them	on	their	own.	It	usually	

takes	two	to	three	years	for	anyone	to	learn	this	skill	properly.	

You	see	in	the	training	programme	I	am	teaching	adults,	mostly	women.	I	

have	 to	 make	 an	 extra	 effort	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 they	 understand	 the	
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techniques	 and	 procedures.	 I	 do	 not	 have	 to	 do	 that	 with	 my	 children.	

They	are	used	 to	seeing	 this	work,	and	so	 they	over	 the	years	 they	have	

begun	to	follow	how	it	is	done.	Once	they	finish	their	school	assignments,	

they	usually	assist	my	husband	and	me.	Today	my	elder	son	Saikiran	 is	a	

student	of	 Fine	Arts;	 so	he	 is	able	 to	help	me	with	 ideas.	 In	 some	of	my	

paintings,	 he	 filled	 the	 background	with	modern	 designs,	 instead	 of	 red.		

But	those	who	come	for	the	training	programme,	they	usually	are	clueless	

about	this	work.	And	moreover	there	is	no	one	apart	from	us	from	whom	

they	can	 learn.	So	 I	have	to	be	extra	attentive	while	 I	am	conducting	the	

workshops.	

	

‘Students	Attendance	Register’	maintained	by	Padma	during	the	Training	Workshop	

Padma	does	realize	the	handicaps	the	trainees	face	when	they	are	being	coached	with	the	

stages	and	techniques	of	the	craft.	Compared	to	her	children	or	those	from	her	household,	

neither	of	 the	 trainees	 is	ever	 from	a	naqaashi	 family,	 and	 thus	usually	has	no	 familiarity	
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with	the	form	or	even	the	artistic	process.	This	is	why	as	a	Trainer,	Padma	needs	to	take	it	

upon	 herself,	 to	 put	 in	 “the	 extra	 effort”,	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 people	 who	 attend	 the	

workshop	 are	 familiarized	 with	 the	 art-form	 as	 coherently	 as	 possible,	 so	 that	 they	 can	

graduate	to	more	skilful	tasks	required	of	them	as	potential	artists.	

Discussing	the	shifting	paradigms	of	craft	apprenticeship	under	industrialization,	Marchand	

writes,			

Technologies	 of	 mass	 production	 rendered	 most	 cottage	 industry	 and	

small-scale	 workshops	 obsolete,	 and	 during	 the	 late-nineteenth	 and																								

early-twentieth	 centuries,	 vocational	 learning	 was	 systematically	

transferred	to	the	factory	or	was	 institutionalised	along	the	 lines	of	state	

education.	 Such	 conditions	 paved	 the	 way	 for	 collectively	 bargained	

apprenticeships	 making	 craft	 education	 very	 different	 from	 the	 past.	

Mechanised	 efficiency	 and	 economy	 became	 the	 measures	 of	 a	 correct	

training.	 Periods	 of	 craft-based	 education	 were	 heavily	 abbreviated;	

curricula	were	standardised,	and	set	examinations	governed	qualifications.	

Lasting	divisions	were	drawn	between	theory	and	practice	as	the	balance	

shifted	 in	 favour	 of	 learning	 'technical	 knowledge'	 with	 a	 corresponding	

de-emphasis	on	bodily	immersion	in	'techniques'	(Marchand	2008:	259).	

What	is	also	of	interest	is	the	involvement	of	women	in	this	practice.	As	mentioned	before	

the	 stipend	 given	 to	 Trainees	 was	 certainly	 an	 attractive	 incentive	 for	 the	 women,	 who	

needn’t	 leave	their	homes	 for	work,	 to	attend	the	workshop	 in	 their	own	neighbourhood.	

Apart	from	the	fact	that	the	Training	programme	could	possibly	be	a	way	for	family	in	the	

village	 to	 supplement	 its	monthly	 income	by	 Rs	 2000,	 since	 Padma	 reported	most	 of	 the	

women	never	usually	continued	with	the	work,	the	few	women	who	did	successfully	train	

themselves	 in	 the	workshop	were	also	supplementing	 their	 incomes	by	helping	 the	artists	

with	their	work.	The	Training	Programme	is	almost	like	a	positive	Catch-22	situation	where	if	

someone	does	grasp	 the	skill	 for	 the	craft	 it	 indicates	 some	kind	of	commercial	 incentive,	

and	even	 if	 someone	doesn’t,	 the	participation	 itself	 comes	with	 its	monetary	 rewards.	A	

detailed	discussion	of	women’s	participation	in	the	Indian	handicraft	industry	will	be	taken	

up	in	the	next	chapter.		
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2. Apprenticeship	and	identity	

It	was	through	these	Training	Workshops	that	Malaysham	and	Ganesh,	who	the	Statement	

of	 Case	 refers	 to	as	 “employed...	 on	 a	 contract	 basis”	 were	 initiated	 into	 this	 craft.	 Both	

Ganesh	 and	 Malaysham	 belong	 to	 toddy-tapping	 communities	 of	 Cheriyal,	 but	 have	

relinquished	their	caste-based	occupation	and	have	been	earning	a	living	from	this	craft	for	

the	last	ten	years	by	supplying	to	emporiums	independently,	demonstrating	at	exhibitions,	

and	occasionally	taking	out-sourced	orders	from	Vaikuntam.		

But	as	 repeatedly	emphasized	by	 the	artists,	 the	six-month	 training	at	 these	workshops	 is	

never	 sufficient	 to	 equip	 participants	 with	 the	 necessary	 skill;	 rather	 only	 those	 trainees	

come	to	achieve	 ‘artist’	 status	who	 follow-up	their	 training	with	apprenticeship	under	 the	

‘Master’	 for	 a	 least	 a	 couple	 of	 years.	 Vaikuntam	 insists	 that	 what	 motivates	 most	

participants	 to	 join	 these	workshops	 is	 not	 an	 interest	 in	 the	 art-form,	 but	 primarily	 the	

monthly	stipend	that	is	paid	to	each	novice;	as	Padma	mentioned,	a	majority	of	them	do	not	

continue	 the	 practice,	 or	 at	 most	 may	 assist	 other	 artists	 with	 small	 tasks	 to	 meet	

production	for	 large	orders.	 	Ganesh	spoke	to	me	about	his	engagement	with	the	practice	

after	the	Training	Programme,	

Both	Malaysham	and	I	trained	under	Vaikuntam	for	seven	years	after	we	

completed	 the	workshop.	We	virtually	used	 to	 live	 in	his	house,	 learning	

and	absorbing	all	his	techniques.	Even	though	I	do	not	belong	to	a	family	of	

naqqashis,	 I	 am	 the	 one	 who	 is	 commissioned	 to	 paint	 temples	 around	

Cheriyal.	That	is	because	people	in	Cheriyal	know	that	I	have	been	trained	

by	 a	 reputed	 naqqashi	 artist,	 Vaikuntam.	 	 If	 you	 practice	 this	 art	 with	

dedication	and	commitment,	you	become	a	naqqashi.	

It	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	while	 the	 Training	 Programme	 aimed	 to	make	 artists	 out	 of	

novices,	 apprenticeship	 made	 naqqashis	 out	 of	 the	 artists.	 Thus,	 while	 the	 Workshop	 is	

essential	for	a	novice	to	enter	into	the	‘business’	of	this	craft,	it	is	only	the	community-based	

rules	that	govern	the	teacher-disciple	relationship	through	physical	embodiment	and	social	
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embeddedness,	 rather	 than	 a	 disciplinary	 regime,	 that	 deems	 the	 novice	 as	 a	 bonafied	

artist.80		

	

	

Ganesh,	at	work	in	the	Maisamma	temple	in	Cheiryal.	August	2013.	

																																																													
80	For	production	of	subjectivities	through	experiential	learning	and	apprenticeship,	see	Trevor	Marchand	
(2009)	and	Edward	Simpsons	(2006).				
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A	certificate	of	“Excellence	and	Commitment”	framed	on	the	wall	in	Ganesh’s	house.	August	2013	

During	her	ethnography	with	mat-weavers,	Venkatesan	explores	how	work	is	as	much	as	a	

social	 transaction	 as	 it	 is	 about	material	 production	 (Venkatesan	2010).	While	her	 female	

participants	 were	 learning	 to	weave,	 she	 reveals	 that	 as	 novices	 they	were	 also	 learning	

gender-based	 expectations,	 attitudes	 to	 weaving,	 the	 satisfaction,	 the	 pain,	 the	 unequal	

relations	of	power	between	weavers	and	traders.	Venkatesan’s	enquiry	is	therefore	centred	

on	the	question,	

What	does	learning	a	skill	equip	one	to	do,	and	does	one	want	to	do	this	in	

light	 of	 what	 and	 how	 one	 learns?	 In	 other	words,	 what	 else	 is	 learned	

alongside	the	learning	of	a	skill?	(Venkatesan	2010:	158)	

Ganesh’s	 narrative	 demonstrates	 the	 way	 in	 which	 skills	 are	 embedded	 in	 larger	 social	

knowledge,	 where	 his	 knowledge	 about	 the	 naqaashi	 art-form	 not	 only	 affects	 his	 ideas	

about	art,	but	also	what	it	is	to	be	a	naqqashi.	In	relation	to	apprenticeship	among	masons	

in	Djenne,	Yemen,	Marchand	notes,		

The	hallmark	trait	of	apprenticeship:	immersion	in	a	learning	environment	

that,	 in	 addition	 to	 facilitating	 technical	 know-how,	 structures	 the	
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practitioner's	hard-earned	acquisition	of	social	knowledge,	worldviews	and	

moral	principles	that	denote	membership	and	status	in	a	trade	(Marchand	

2008:	246).	

The	 ties	 of	 apprenticeship	 between	 Malaysham	 and	 Ganesh	 and	 Vaikuntam	 not	 only	

position	 them	as	 ‘legitimate’	producers	of	 “Cheriyal	 Paintings”,	 as	deemed	by	Vaikuntam,	

something	which	differentiates	them	from	those	who	only	restrict	training	to	the	workshop,	

but	 also	 as	 ‘true	naqqashi’	within	Cheriyal.	 This	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	nature	of	 commissions	

they	receive	within	Cheriyal,	such	as	refurnish	the	murals	in	the	village	temples,	something	

usually	delegated	to	naqqashi	artists.	Contrary	to	what	Vaikuntam	expressed	in	the	previous	

chapter	about	 the	 status	of	 ‘art’	within	Cheriyal,	where	“no	one	understands	 the	value	of	

this	 art-form”,	 it	 wasn’t	 an	 ‘art-form’	 that	 the	 local	 market	 was	 pursuing	 when	 they	

commissioned	Ganesh	 and	Malaysham.	 It	 is	 an	 indispensable	 part	 of	 the	 ritual	 life	 of	 the	

community,	an	 integral	part	of	which	 is	 the	aesthetic	 style	and	sensibility	of	 the	naqqashi	

artist.	 So	 borrowing	 from	 the	 work	 of	 Marchand	 and	 Edward	 Simpsons,	 it	 is	 through	

experiential	 learning	 (apprenticeship	 under	 the	 ‘masters’),	 rather	 didactic	 training	

(curriculum-based	 government	 workshops),	 that	 an	 actor’s	 subjectivity	 is	 attributed	 with	

meaning	through	acquisition	of	a	new	skill;	with	qualities	of	a	practice	by	sharing	historical	

and	social	 resources;	with	a	sense	of	belonging	 to	a	community	of	practitioners,	and	with	

identity,	 as	 learning	 changes	 and	 creates	 personal	 histories	 (Marchand	 2009;	 Simpsons	

2006).	

3. From	certified	trainees	to	registered	GI	users	

However,	 interestingly,	while	 completion	of	 the	workshop	makes	 a	participant	 a	Certified	

Trainee,	it	does	not	make	her	a	registered	GI	user.		The	decision	to	register	‘new	producers’	

lies	with	the	original	holders	of	the	GI	certificate,	in	this	case	Vaikuntam.81	Moreover,	only	

registered	GI	users	are	then	allotted	an	Artisan	Identity	Card,	which	permits	them	to	supply	

to	state	emporiums,	and	provides	access	to	entitlements	like	loan	and	health	insurance.	This	

process	of	‘sterilization’	is	a	part	of	the	GI	stipulations,	which	demands	that:	

																																																													
81	This	can	be	done	at	any	time	by	applying	for	a	renewal	of	the	Registration,	which	has	already	happened	in	
the	case	of	Ganesh	and	Malaysham.	
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a)	The	quality	of	a	GI	good	be	honed	by	ensuring	that	the	artists’	skill	 is	recognized	by	the	

pedagogical	mechanism	of	the	state,	and	

b)	‘Skill’	be	evaluated	and	only	those	who	acquire	and	possess	the	requisite	amount	of	skill	

should	be	protected	as	a	GI	registered	user	

As	we	have	seen	over	the	course	of	this	section,	an	institution	like	GI	disciplines	the	artist	by	

imposing	 standards	 and	 boundaries	 within	 which	 the	 craft	 is	 practiced.	 However	 at	 a	

fundamental	 level	 it	also	 creates	 the	artist,	 namely	 the	GI	 artist,	who	must	not	only	be	a	

geographically	situated	body,	but	also	be	the	embodiment	of	a	particular	kind	of	skill	that	is	

most	befitting	of	the	value	of	the	GI	good.	

Moreover,	despite	mechanisms,	such	as	pedagogical	programmes,	through	which	the	state	

appropriates	ways	to	legitimize	some	artists,	and	delegitimize	others,	the	fact	that	it	is	still	

Vaikuntam	who	is	responsible	for	registering	new	and	skill	producers,	once	again	alludes	to	

the	 integrity	 of	 ‘affective	 ties’	 that	 emerges	 in	 the	 everyday	 life	 of	 the	 practice.	 From	

previous	discussions	about	historical	structures	which	facilitated	the	way	in	which	‘master’	

appropriated	control	over	the	lineage	of	skill,	one	can	reflect	on	the	way	in	which	modern	

law	becomes	a	site	where	these	negotiations	and	relationships	continue	to	take	shape.	As	a	

master-craftsman,	mentoring	his	apprentices,	Vaikuntam	transforms	his	social	role	to	accept	

Ganesh	 and	 Malaysham	 into	 the	 community	 of	 practitioners	 into	 his	 legal	 privilege	 to	

register	them	as	legitimate	producers.	
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Ganesh,	working	on	a	set	of	commissioned	dolls.	August	2013.	

Interestingly,	 when	 confronted	 about	 his	 knowledge	 about	 the	 legal	 status	 of	 the	 craft,	

Ganesh’s	response	did	more	than	express	his	concern	towards	his	own	location	within	this	

practice.	As	he	asserted,	

The	 GI	 certificate	 is	 to	 protect	 the	 rights	 of	 the	maker.	 Only	 those	who	

have	been	trained	by	the	masters	can	make	these	paintings	

As	mentioned	above	 ‘legitimacy’	as	a	 concern	 for	Ganesh	and	Malaysham	pertains	 to	 the	

requisite	 skill	 required	 of	 them	 to	 be	 included	 within	 the	 naqaashi	 identity.	 However	

Ganesh’s	claim	that	GI	protects	the	work	of	those	 ‘who	have	been	trained	by	the	masters’	

can	 be	 viewed	 as	 attempts	 by	 these	 artists	 to	 make	 non-familiar	 discourses,	 such	 as	

authorship	and	 legal	ownership,	understandable	by	 imputing	 them	with	 familiar	meaning.	

The	recourse	then	 is	to	conceptualize	apprenticeship	models,	which	have	been	historically	

employed	 to	participate	within	 the	 community	of	naqaashis,	 as	 a	way	 to	now	claim	 legal	

ownership.	However	it	is	precisely	in	this	process	that	these	artists	are	also	simultaneously	

moulding	the	boundaries	of	IP	by	re-asserting	and	re-affirming	these	models	as	cultural,	and	

now	legal	prerequisites.	
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Seen	 then	 through	 the	 history	 of	 this	 craft	 practice	 as	 constructed	 from	 how	 artists	 talk	

about	 community,	 geography	 and	 apprenticeship,	 there	 are	 two	 ways	 in	 which	 one	 can	

reflect	upon	the	challenges	which	legal	innovation,	such	as	Geographical	Indications,	faces.	

One,	 in	 a	 transition	 to	 a	 knowledge-based	 economy,	 which	 intellectual	 property	 law	

facilitates,	 ‘knowledge’	 is	 defined	 not	 as	 something	 which	 is	 owned,	 but	 that	 which	 is	

transmitted.	 This	 transmission	 involves	 an	 affective	 dimension	which	 is	manifest	 through	

community-based	 norms	 about	 learning	 and	 shared	 practice.	 	 Thus	 what	 warrants	 an	

effective	protection	on	part	of	GI	is	the	cognizance	that	knowledge	is	not	subject	to	‘place’,	

but	 is	 embedded	 in	 networks	 between	 people,	 practices	 and	 places.	 	 Second,	 as	 a	

designation,	GI	comes	to	occupy	a	unique	duality:	on	the	one	hand,	as	a	basis	for	claiming	

authorial	power,	GI	allows	producers	to	appropriate	an	identity	fixed	under	a	unitary	point	

of	origin	or	history;	on	the	other,	it	is	while	reflecting	upon	the	need	for	legal	protection	of	

knowledge	that	GI	becomes	a	context	for	producers	to	recall	an	identity	moulded	through	

an	interplay	of	histories.			

For	Vaikuntam	and	Ganesh	the	GI	certificate	 indeed	marks	a	 legal	status	to	their	claim	on	

the	practice.	However	it	is	only	when	they	reflect	upon	what	exactly	is	being	legitimized	(for	

Vaikuntam,	the	knowledge	of	his	household,	and	for	Ganesh,	his	identity	as	a	naqqashi),	and	

how	it	has	been	legitimized	in	the	past	(for	Vaikuntam,	through	the	institution	of	caste,	and	

for	 Ganesh,	 that	 of	 apprenticeship),	 that	 one	 realizes	 that	 the	 legitimacy	 which	 these	

practitioners	seek	through	the	rubric	of	law	is	founded	upon	their	affective	ties	‘to	the	land,	

to	place,	 home	and	 the	practices	of	 dwelling’.	 	 Therefore	 the	 craft	 has	 less	 to	do	with	 its	

physical	location,	techniques	in	production,	or	even	an	overt	concern	with	authorship,	and	

more	with	familiar	mechanisms	for	the	production	of	subjectivities	based	on	a	network	of	

locally	embedded	structures	and	ethos.	

V. CONCLUSION	

In	her	discussion	around	‘tradition’	and	‘patronage’	in	early	India,	Romila	Thapar	writes,	

The	awareness	of	the	historical	context	of	a	cultural	form	or	an	ideological	

supposition	 may	 help	 us	 understand	 that	 cultural	 forms	 change	 their	

function	over	 time,	 both	 through	 the	 internal	 developments	of	 the	 form	

and	through	the	imprint	of	external	factors.		In	other	words,	cultural	forms	
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are	 embedded	 in	 social	 realities	 and	 when	 we	 consciously	 choose	 a	

cultural	 form	we	 should	 be	 aware	of	 this	 reality.	 It	 is	 only	 then	 that	 the	

choice	becomes	intelligible	(Thapar	1987:	23)	

This	 relationship	between	 ‘context’	and	 ‘change’	 is	what	 this	 chapter	has	concerned	 itself	

with,	with	 the	 state	as	 the	 catalyst.	Within	 the	 contexts	 it	 creates	 through	 its	diversity	of	

practices,	the	state	changes	the	way	in	which	the	craft	is	embedded	in	the	social	reality	of	

the	artists.	Through	its	practices	of	mapping	the	territory	over	which	it	claims	sovereignty,	

the	 state	 creates	 conditions	 for	 the	 classification	 of	 knowledge	 systems	 existing	 within	

historical	networks	as	discrete	cultures.	This	classification	and	‘writing’	of	insulated	cultural	

systems	is	then	actualized	by	the	authoring	of	subjects	who	are	legitimized	as	embodiments	

of	 tradition.	 The	 location	 of	 discrete	 cultures	 and	 the	 identification	 of	 subjects	 are	 then	

historicized	through	the	narratives	of	authenticity	which	are	tied	to	ways	in	which	the	state	

imagines	the	relationship	between	place	and	belonging.		

Therefore	while	the	state	structures	the	production	and	organization	of	cultural	schemas,	it	

is	 in	 looking	 at	 the	 way	 in	 which	 these	 schemes	 are	 internalized	 and	 formulated	 within	

everyday	 language	 and	 practice,	 that	 one	 is	 present	 to	 the	 construction	 of	 different	

assemblages	 and	 modalities	 of	 the	 practice	 of	 craft.	 	 The	 consolidation	 of	 distinct	 and	

singular	craft	practices,	while	on	the	one	hand	is	corroborated	by	artists	to	create	value	for	

their	 craft	 objects	 within	 the	 market,	 on	 the	 other,	 is	 accompanied	 by	 historical	 and	

continuing	 dialogues	 that	 exist	 between,	 and	 in	 fact	manifest	 as	 knowledge	 systems.	 The	

legitimization	of	the	Master	Craftsman	by	the	state	is	a	discourse	that	not	only	positions	the	

state	 as	 an	 object	 of	 desire,	 but	 also	 is	 a	 space	 for	 the	Master	 Craftsman	 to	 narrate	 ‘an	

account	of	the	self’.	And	last,	the	historicization	of	a	place-bound	craft	is	transformed	into	a	

historicization	 of	 locally	 embedded	 structures,	 networks	 and	 practices	 which	 is	 what	 the	

artists	believe	constitutes	the	state’s	concern	for	authenticity.		

What	 one	 encounters	 are	 then	 conversations	 between	 the	 context	 which	 situates	 the	

subjectivity	of	a	discrete	craftsperson,	practicing	a	discrete	craft	and	belonging	to	a	discrete	

place,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 the	 way	 in	 which	 lived	 reality	 is	 shared,	 performed	 and	

positioned,	on	the	other.	And	it	is	within	the	emerging	horizon	of	this	conversation	that	the	
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fixity	 and	 actuality	 of	 what	 is	 narrated	 as	 a	 craft	 practice	 is	 listened	 to,	 dismantled,	

interrogated	and	re-narrated.				
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CHAPTER	3		

CRAFT:	OBJECTS,	AFFINITIES,	SELF	

v 	

Because	unlikely	combinations	of	culturally	defined	categories	or	

properties	were	allowed,	there	was	room	for	a	greater	range	of	possible	

personalities,	there	existed	a	greater	range	of	possible	relations	into	which	

one	could	enter,	and	there	remained	available	a	greater	range	of	possible	

modes	of	being	that	one	could	assume	without	having	to	worry	about	

maintaining	consistency.	Hence	one	escaped	a	certain	internal	tyranny;	

one	was	not	bound	too	closely	by	any	one	rule	of	the	self	(Trawick	1990:	

254)	

	

I. INTRODUCTION	

In	the	previous	chapter,	we	encountered	the	way	in	which	the	identity	for	Vaikuntam,	as	a	

situated	subject	within	the	heterotopia	of	crafts	created	by	the	 Indian	nation	state,	was	a	

matter	 of	 reiteration	 rather	 than	 narration.	 One	 of	 the	 most	 significant	 and	 recurring	

manners	 in	 which	 this	 reiteration	 would	 make	 its	 way	 into	 our	 conversation	 about	 any	

aspect	of	this	practice	was	when	Vaikuntam	would	say,	“Yeh	humara	ghar	ka	kaam	hain…	ek	

baar	seekhne	se	aadmi	kabhi	nahi	bhoolta”	(‘This	practice	belongs	to	our	household…	once	

we	learn	it,	it	always	remains	with	us’).		

This	chapter	shall	look	at	the	way	in	which	the	practice	of		craft	can	be	imagined	as	taking	

shape	through	the	history	of	the	artisan’s	household,	and	as	unravelling	through	practices	of	

relatedness	 that	 sustain	 the	 household.	Historically,	 craft	 labour	 has	 been	 tied	 to	 familial	

relations	 and	 division	 of	 labour	 within	 the	 home-space,	 and	 its	 involvement	 in	 formal	

structures	of	apprenticeship	which	situated	work	in	the	workshop	(Roy	1999,	Eyferth	2010).	

This	 home-as-work-space	 today	 emerges	 as	 an	 aspect	 of	 flexible	 economies	 under	 post-

Fordist	 relations	 of	 production,	 which	 has	 come	 to	 influence	 the	 circumstances	 and	

compositions	of	artisan	households	(Wood	2000;	Olesen	2009).	However	what	this	chapter	
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shall	attempt	to	demonstrate	is	the	way	in	which	kinship	practices	and	craft	practices	exist	

in	what	Marshall	Sahlin	calls	“mutuality	of	being”	where	both	have	the	capacity	to	express	

one	another	 (Sahlin	2011).	Borrowing	 from	Sahlin,	while	relationships	between	kin	can	be	

constructed	in	craft	practices	(in	the	way	learning	the	craft	becomes	a	way	to	socialize	the	

self	 into	the	family),	they	can	also	be	deconstructed	in	craft	practices	(in	the	way	in	which	

different	 kin	 are	 involved	 in	 different	 aspects	 of	 production).	 This	 attempt	 to	 look	 at	 the	

ways	 in	 which	 craft	 practices	 and	 kinship	 practices	 participate	 in	 each	 other’s	 narratives	

shall	be	moulded	by	juxtaposing	relationships	of	similarity	with	those	based	on	distinction,	

where	mutuality	 of	 being	 between	 craft	 and	 kinship	 not	 only	 emerges	 through	 ideas	 of	

shared	household	and	lineage	of	practice,	but	simultaneous	construction	and	reproduction	

of	imaginations	of	self.			

This	chapter	moves	between	narratives	of	family	members	of	the	Danalakota	household	and	

how	 these	 narratives	 can	 be	 located	 within	 the	 historical	 and	 linguistic	 contexts	 within	

which	 they	 emerge.	 The	 first	 section	 is	 divided	 into	 three	 sub-sections;	 the	 first	 part	

demonstrates	the	way	in	which	the	history	of	an	aesthetic	practice	is	not	separate	from	the	

biographies	 of	 its	 practitioners.	 Apart	 from	 looking	 at	 the	 Vaikuntam’s	 narration	 of	 a	

genealogy	of	his	 family,	 this	part	 focuses	on	the	way	 in	which	changes	within	the	physical	

and	discursive	structures	of	the	household	come	to	affect	the	material	practices	of	the	craft.	

It	is	through	the	textures	and	tones	of	everyday	lived	reality	that	this	part	attempts	to	look	

at	the	way	in	which	the	romanticism	associated	with	crafts	can	be	dismissed.		

The	 second	 and	 third	 sub-section	 trace	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 practice	 of	 the	 craft	 is	

implicated	 in	 lived	 kinship	 practices	 within	 the	 household.	More	 specifically	 they	 look	 at	

how	cognitive	frameworks	and	processes	of	internalization	of	the	skill	are	structured	along	

familial	 lines,	 which	 in	 turn	 also	 comes	 mimic	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 form	 of	 the	 craft	

unravels.	By	looking	at	proximities	between	different	families	of	the	Danalakota	household,	

the	 objective	 of	 these	 sub-sections	 is	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 the	 different	 aesthetic	 and	

material	components	of	the	craft	are	shared	through	ideas	of	similarity	and	one-ness	with	

kin.		

The	second	section	of	this	chapter	dwells	upon	narratives	of	individual	artists	–	Vaikuntam,	

Vanaja,	 Padma	 and	 Vinay.	 Centred	 on	 themes	 of	 learning	 and	 socialisation	 within	 and	
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outside	the	family,	this	section	looks	at	ways	in	which	one’s	engagement	with	the	practice	is	

not	 only	 constructed	 but	 appropriated	 and	 reproduced	 through	 cultural	 imaginations	 of	

distinction,	articulated	through	discourses	around	skill,	gender	and	inheritance.	

II. RELATIONSHIPS/CONTINUITIES		

Returning	 to	 the	 phrase	 ‘this	 practice	 belongs	 to	 our	 household…’,	 one	 could	 deduce	

multiple	meanings.	One,	this	is	a	practice	that	has	been	in	our	household	forever.	Two,	this	

practice	 is	 part	 of	 our	 regular	 activities	 at	 home.	 Three,	 as	 long	 as	we	 are	 a	 part	 of	 this	

household,	 this	 practice	will	 never	 leave	 us,	which	 resonates	with	Vaikuntam’s	 claim	 that	

‘once	 we	 learn	 it,	 it	 always	 remains	 with	 us’.	 In	 fact	 what	 is	 articulated	 here	 is	 the	

transposition	 of	meanings	 in	 an	 almost	 historical	 trajectory	 –	because	 this	 craft	 has	 been	

practiced	 in	the	family	 forever,	 it	now	constitutes	a	part	of	 the	everyday	 life	at	home,	and	

hence	members	can	never	detach	themselves	from	it.		

	

It	is	at	the	outset	that	I	would	like	to	club	together	the	characteristics	of	what	Roy	considers	

to	 be	 two	 historically	 separate	 realms	 –	 home	work	 (familial	 interaction)	 and	 team	work	

(formal	 structures	 involving	 apprentices)	 –	 to	 narrate	 what	 I	 consider	 ‘home-based	 team	

work’	(Roy	1999).	This	refers	to	a	series	of	characteristics,	namely	a)	a	hierarchical	team	of	

parents-as-masters	 and	 children/siblings-as-apprentices,	 as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 most	 rural	 or	

semi-rural	 crafts;	 b)	 prescribed	 trajectories	 through	which	 children	 or	 those	 entering	 the	

household	 through	 marriage	 are	 initiated	 into	 the	 practice;	 c)	 mode	 of	 instruction	 to	

children	by	parents,	and	generational	and	ideological	hierarchies;	and	d)	the	participation	of	

women	in	home-based	crafts	(Roy	1999).		

	

‘This	practice	belongs	to	our	family’	then	puts	the	household	at	the	centre	of	this	practice,	

where	rules	and	techniques	of	this	craft	then	are	made	to	align	with	the	everyday	life	of	the	

household	 –	 What	 constitutes	 the	 household?	 How	 are	 its	 spaces	 and	 relationships	

organized?	At	what	 point	 in	 the	 history	 of	 the	 household	 does	 the	 craft	 enter?	Does	 the	

practice	of	the	craft	and	its	form	survive	changes	that	take	place	within	the	organization	of	

the	household?	It	 is	with	these	narratives	of	the	integrated	histories	of	the	household	and	

the	craft	practice	that	the	following	section	of	this	article	concerns	itself.			
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A. DANALAKOTA	HOUSEHOLD	

	

	
From	left	to	right:	Vinay,	Vaikuntam,	Vanaja,	Nageshwar,	Padma	and	Saikiran	(Padma’s	and	

Nageshwar’s	elder	son)	

	

Vaikuntam’s	family	is	originally	from	a	village	called	Tippapuram	(80	km	from	Cheriyal),	near	

the	temple-town	of	Wemblawada,	in	the	Karimnagar	district	of	Telangana.	That	was	where	

his	 paternal	 grandfather	 and	 his	 seven	 brothers	 lived	 and	 earned	 their	 livelihoods	 as	

naqqashi	artists.	While	he	was	a	child	Vaikuntam’s	father,	Venkataramiah	was	adopted	by	

his	father’s	brother	who	lived	in	Secunderabad	(twin	city	of	Hyderabad)	and	had	no	children	

of	his	own.82		

																																																													
82	 Leonard	 in	 his	 study	 of	 family	 firms	 in	 Hyderabad,	 reminds	 us	 that	 Hindu	 and	 Jain	 encouragement	 of	
adoption	gave	 these	communities	an	advantage	when	 it	 came	to	continuity	of	economic	networks	 (Leonard	
2011),.	 Adoption	 was	 not	 always	 motivated	 by	 the	 need	 to	 provide	 for	 children,	 but	 to	 provide	 heirs	 to	
resources,	as	in	the	case	of	Vaikuntam’s	father.	Moreover	it	should	be	noted	that	prior	to	the	emergence	of	a																					
nation-state,	personal	community	 laws	pertaining	to	adoption	and	inheritance	tended	to	facilitate	such	 intra	
and	inter-familial	negotiations.	
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However	 after	 the	 uncle’s	 death,	 Venkataramaiah	 was	 forced	 to	 return	 to	Wemblawada	

because	 the	uncle’s	extended	 family	 in	Secunderabad	never	considered	Venkatramaiah	as	

one	 of	 their	 own.	 It	 was	 on	 his	 return	 to	Wemblawada	 that	 Venkatramaiah	 was	 trained	

under	 his	 own	 father.	 At	 that	 time	 an	 elder	 brother	 of	 Venkatramaiah	 had	 a	 son	 called	

Chandraiah	 who,	 in	 Vaikuntam’s	 mind,	 was	 a	 very	 sophisticated	 artist.	 Chandraiah	 and	

Venkatramaiah,	 uncle-nephew	 of	 similar	 age,	 were	 the	 most	 talented	 in	 the	 family,	 and	

earned	a	significant	reputation	by	working	together.	Despite	the	fact	that	the	 income	was	

shared	by	the	entire	household,	owing	to	the	quality	of	their	work,	the	duo	was	the	most	

celebrated	 in	 Wemblawada.	 This	 stirred	 a	 lot	 of	 resentment	 and	 petty	 feuds	 within	 the	

family	 with	 regard	 to	 division	 of	 work	 and	 compensations.	 It	 was	 after	 Chandraiah’s	

untimely	 death	 that	 Venkatramaiah	 decided	 to	 relocate	 to	 Cheriyal,	 where	 his	 sister	 had	

been	given	in	marriage,	because	the	tensions	within	the	family	had	gone	beyond	repair.	

It	was	in	Cheriyal	where	Venkatramaiah	began	what	Thangavelu	calls	the	“second	phase	of	

his	artistic	career”	(Thangavelu	1998:	32).	Most	of	the	family	members	in	Tippapuram	have	

relinquished	 the	 naqaashi	 profession	 and	 have	 taken	 up	 other	 professions.	 As	 per	

Vaikuntam’s	knowledge	only	Chandraiah’s	 (his	 father’s	nephew)	son	Rajaya,	who	now	 is	a	

professional	 tailor,	 continues	 to	 be	 commissioned	 to	 paint	 the	 idols	 of	 graam-devtaas	

(village	deities)	during	village	celebrations.	Vaikuntam	recounts,		

My	father	was	not	married	until	 the	age	of	35.	Because	he	used	to	work	

with	cow	dung	to	make	dolls	and	statues,	no	one	was	willing	to	give	their	

daughter	to	him	in	marriage.	However	my	father	had	to	give	my	mother’s	

father	 Rs	 100	 and	 then	 bring	 my	 mother	 home.	 He	 did	 the	 opposite	 –	

instead	of	receiving	dowry,	he	paid	my	mother’s	father	(laughing).	
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A	portrait	of	Venkatramaiah	and	his	wife,	Dayamayi		

I	 was	 born	 in	 1960	 in	 this	 very	 house.83	 We	 were	 seven	 of	 us	 –	 three	

brothers	and	four	sisters.	 I	was	the	youngest	among	the	boys.	There	was	

Chandraiah	and	then	another	brother	who	worked	as	a	professional	tailor.	

I	 have	 a	 pair	 of	 younger	 sisters	 and	 two	 elder	 sisters.	 Three	 sisters	 live	

close	to	Cheriyal,	while	one	lives	in	Hyderabad.				

The	house	was	160	yards.	It	used	to	be	quite	big,	and	accommodated	the	

entire	family	quite	comfortably.	

																																																													
83	At	the	time	Vaikuntam	and	Vanaja	had	not	yet	moved	to	Hyderabad.	
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Till	 my	 father	 was	 alive,	 we	 all	 lived	 and	 worked	 together.	 The	 income	

would	go	the	entire	household,	not	to	individuals.		After	he	passed	away	in	

1976,	 and	 after	my	 elder	 brother	 got	married,	we	 decided	 to	 divide	 the	

house	 into	 three	brothers,	of	which	 I	got	one	share.	Once	 the	house	got	

divided,	so	did	our	work.	We	began	working	independently.		

A	 smaller	household	 is	 inconvenient	 for	 this	kind	of	work.	Because	 there	

are	so	many	stages	and	aspects	of	producing	this	craft,	the	involvement	of	

the	family	is	crucial.	This	is	a	collective	practice.	That	is	how	we	learnt	this	

craft,	by	observing	and	working	together.	As	we	used	to	assist	my	father,	

he	used	to	instruct	and	train	us.	In	Telugu	we	call	this	‘pauti	tatvam’,	which	

means	good	competition;	while	working	together	we	are	also	inspired	with	

better	ideas.		

But	now	because	of	the	division	of	the	household	and	the	house,	my	own	

physical	 space	 has	 shrunk.	 You	 see	 I	 have	 to	 rent	 this	 space.	 This	 room	

doesn’t	 get	 enough	 light,	which	 is	 very	 important	while	 doing	 this	work.	

Moreover,	my	family	is	mostly	inside	the	house.	If	the	workspace	is	in	the	

house,	then	family	can	help	 in	the	work.	But	there	 is	no	space	within	my	

house	 to	 store	all	my	materials.	Even	 though	 this	 space	 literally	 shares	a	

wall	with	my	house,	it	is	outside	the	house.	It	is	easy	to	work	when	family	

is	around	the	workspace.	Everyone	 in	 the	 family	can	help	 in	 this	work.	 It	

also	works	the	other	way	around;	I	too	can	assist	in	the	household	chores.	

	

A	view	of	Cheriyal	from	the	terrace	of	the	Danalakota		

From	the	way	in	which	Vaikuntam	describes,	everyday	structures	of	the	household	create	a	

physical	and	discursive	space	where	a	collective	practice	is	instilled.		Such	a	space	allows	for,	
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what	Ingold	calls,	“intelligent	action”	whereby	knowledge	is	not	only	created	by	a	practice,	

but	 is	 also	 communicated,	 which	 then	 creates	 conditions	 for	 improvement	 (Ingold	 2011:	

407).	But	at	 the	 same	 time	as	 Jacob	Eyrferth	demonstrates	within	 the	 traditional	Chinese	

paper-making	 industry	 (Eyrferth	 2010)	 and	 Anna	 Portisch	 while	 working	 with	 Kazakhi	

women	carpet-weavers,		

Learning	 in	collaborative	situations	 is	also	a	means	of	developing	a	sense	

of	the	social	relations	that	inform	households	and	small	communities.	Who	

does	 what	 when,	 who	 oversees	 the	 work,	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 people	

participate	 and	 the	manner	 in	 which	 they	 do	 so,	 are	 all	 reflections	 of	 a	

dynamic	and	situational	social	hierarchy	(Portisch	2010:	64).	

What	 then	 emerges	 is	 almost	 a	 rational	 for	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 ‘creative	 space’	 was	

integrated	within	space	of	everyday	life.	While	familial	structures	of	the	household,	through	

inter-generational	kinship,	not	only	provided	a	hierarchy	within	the	practice	as	to	who	was	

the	 novice	 and	 who	 was	 the	 master,	 it	 also	 endowed	 the	 practice	 with	 an	 automatic	

investment	of	capital	in	the	form	of	physical	space	and	skill.		

But	 what	 captures	 my	 attention	 is	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 delivers	 the	 ideological	

function	that	lies	at	the	centre	of	this	kind	of	collective	practice	–	pauti	tatvam.	 In	Telugu,	

pauti	tatvam	translates	as	‘a	positive	spirit	of	competition’.	In	some	ways	the	idea	of	what	

we	today	consider	a	 ‘workshop’	 is	 resonated	within	 this	 term	–	a	space	also	 for	collective	

practice	where	it	is	within	and	through	a	dialogue	and	exchange	of	narratives,	materials	and	

skills	that	worlds	begin	to	generate.	Thus	two	things	emerge	here.	One,	the	household	was	

not	just	an	incidental	space	within	which	the	craft	was	practiced,	but	it	was	the	relationships	

that	constituted	the	 lived	realities	of	 the	household	–	 the	ways	 in	which	kinship	networks	

were	expressed	and	practiced	 in	 language	and	action	–	 that	became	 the	plane	or	 surface	

into	which	 the	 system	 of	 the	 craft	 could	 be	 embedded.	 Second,	 the	 constant	 reiteration	

about	how	this	work	 required	 the	 involvement	of	 the	entire	household	also	suggests	 that	

owing	to	the	elaborate	and	complex	processes	which	this	craft	involved,	a	familial	workshop	

was	not	only	meant	to	ensure	dynamism	within	the	system	through	pauti	tatvam,	but	also	

devised	to	prevent	the	gamut	of	the	work	from	consuming	a	single	individual.	



171	
	

The	creation	of	the	craft	object	within	the	Danalakota	household	is	made	possible	because	

the	 practice	 flows	 through	 related	 subjects,	 who	 then	 inscribe	 the	 practice	 and	 the	

emerging	object	not	just	with	their	subjectivity,	but	also	with	the	context	which	shape	these	

subjectivities,	namely	the	organization	of	kin	relations	within	the	household.	The	process	of	

embodying	and	mapping	movements	and	motor	cognition	of	other	artists	through	a	process	

of	 dialogue,	 observation	 and	 imitation	 indeed	 takes	 place	 through	 what	 Marchand	 calls	

“shared	 performance”	 (Marchand	 2010:	 111).	 However	what	 deserves	 recognition	 is	 that	

the	development	of	this	shared	performance	of	craft	practices	could	be	considered	as	the	

residue	or	is	at	least	informed	by	another	context	of	shared	performance,	another	context	

of	human	activity	–	kinship.		

B. SIMILARITY	AND	ONE-NESS	WITH	KIN	

Padma	and	Nageshwar’s	home	was	adjacent	to	Vanaja’s	and	Vaikuntam’s;	however	unlike	

the	 later,	Padma	and	Nageshwar	did	not	have	a	separate	studio	space.	The	 front	 room	of	

their	house	was	the	living	room,	which	also	housed	a	big	bed	on	which	the	couple	slept	at	

night	(while	the	children	occupied	the	floor);	during	the	day-time	a	table	would	be	drawn	in	

front	 of	 the	 bed,	 and	 the	 mattress	 of	 the	 bed	 would	 be	 rolled	 to	 one	 corner	 to	 allow	

someone	to	sit	comfortably	and	place	a	table	as	an	easel.		

Similar	to	Vanaja’s	and	Vaikuntam’s,	the	‘studio’	of	Padma	and	Nageshwar	was	adorned	by	

walls	 that	 bore	 images	of	 deities,	 framed	Award	of	Merit	 certificates	 and	photographs	of	

either	of	them	receiving	an	award.	Paraphernalia	–	brushes	and	colours	–	were	stored	on	a	

shelf	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 bed,	 which	 were	 brought	 in	 the	 forefront	 when	 ‘work’	 used	 to	

commence.	What	was	also	interesting	to	note	that	most	of	the	‘work-in-progress’	that	one	

could	see	peering	from	different	corners	of	the	room	were	identical	to	the	kind	one	saw	in	

the	Vanaja	and	Vaikuntam’s	 studio	 just	next	door.	What	 I	 discovered	over	my	 interaction	

with	Padma	and	Nageshwar	was	that	they	too	received	a	bulk	of	their	orders	from	Lepakshi,	

and	spent	most	of	their	time	working	on	paintings	and	masks;	it	was	then	I	realized	that	the	

designs	 and	 stylistic	 treatment	 of	 the	 objects	 between	 the	 two	 studios	 were	 the	 same.	

Certainly	 this	 similarity	 in	 form	 and	 design	 was	 owing	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 both	 workshops	

emerged	out	of	the	lineage	of	one	practice,	namely	naqqqshi,	and	one	household	of	related	

artists,	namely	Danalakota.			
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	In	 a	 similar	 vein,	 while	 discussing	 the	 production	 of	 cloth	 among	 the	 Bologan	 artisan	

community	of	Mali,	Bodil	Olesen	observes	how	motifs	and	designs	were	being	“replicated	

and	 disseminated”	 (Olesen	 2009:	 41)	 between	workshops	 that	were	 located	within	 close	

circles	of	kinship	or	within	neighbourhoods.	In	fact	similarity	in	design	is	how	Olesen	claims	

“one	can	generally	map	the	social	distance	or	proximity	between	workshops”	(Olesen	2009:	

42).	 Thus	 when	 cast	 within	 the	 context	 of	 the	 Danalakota	 household,	 the	 placement	 of	

families	and	studios	next	to	one	another,	as	a	kinship	strategy,	not	only	ensures	continuity	

between	 individuals	 and	 affines,	 but	 also	 between	 constantly	 emerging	 aesthetic	

practices.84					

Thus	 it	 is	through	the	virtue	of	mutuality	of	being	 that,	borrowing	from	Janet	Carsten,	the	

practice	 of	 craft	 takes	 on	 the	 quality	 of	 substance	 –	 the	 acquisition,	 sharing	 and	

internalization	 of	 which	 intimately	 connects	 becoming	 a	 naqqashi	 (artisanal	 community)	

with	 becoming	 a	 Danalakota	 (family	 and	 kinship)	 (Carsten	 1995).	 It	 is	 therefore	 this	

‘becoming’	 that	 takes	 precedence,	 given	 the	 way	 in	 which	 this	 ‘substance’	 is	 not	merely	

handed-down	 through	 generations	 or	 shared	 within	 generations	 as	 a	 “fully-formed	

endowment”	 (Ingold	 2000).	 Rather	 this	 substance	 is	 (re)produced	 within	 and	 by	 persons	

through	 active	 engagement	 which	 involves	 their	 perceptions	 and	 actions.	 Thus	 craft-as-

relatedness	and	relatedness-as-craft	do	not	exist	as	objects	which	pass	from	one	person	to	

another	 along	 a	 line	 of	 transmission;	 rather	 craft	 exists	 as	 a	 plane	 being	 constantly	

generated	 through	which	persons,	while	moving	along,	also	craft	 their	 relatedness	 to	one	

another.	It	is	through	such	a	notion	of	generation	of	selfhood	within	the	“situational	context	

of	human	activity”	that	Ingold	proposes	that,		

persons	 should	 be	 understood	 not	 as	 procreated	 entities,	 connected	 to	

one	 another	 along	 lines	 of	 genealogical	 connection	 or	 relatedness,	 but	

rather	as	 centres	of	progenerative	activity	 variously	positioned	within	an	

all-encompassing	field	of	relationships	(Ingold	2000:	135).	

Coming	back	to	the	particularities	of	the	relations	within	the	household,	it	seemed	that	all	

the	 four	 families	 who	 lived	 on	 that	 property	 –	 Vanaja	 and	 Vaikuntam,	 Padma	 and	

																																																													
84	 In	Notes	 on	 Love	 in	 a	 Tamil	 Family¸	 Margaret	 Trawick	 discusses	 the	 way	 in	 which	 kinship	 practices	 and	
terminologies	 are	 directed	 towards	 achieving	 and	 expressing	 ‘continuity’	 between	 dichotomously	 organized	
bodies	and	personalities,	like	father-son,	mother-daughter,	brother-sister,	husband-wife.	
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Nageshwar,	 Saumya	 and	 Pawankumar,	 and	 Deepika	 and	 Venkatrama	 –	 seemed	 to	 be	

functioning	rather	harmoniously	in	close	proximity.	One	could	and	would	leave	one’s	house	

and	 literally	 step	 into	 another’s	 with	 no	 ritual	 of	 intimation	 or	 invitation	 –	 that’s	 how	

merged	 the	 individual	 households	 were.	 I	 would	 see	 Vanaja	 many	 times	 disappear	 into	

Padma’s	house,	and	vice	versa.	But	this	in	fact	was	ubiquitous	throughout	Cheriyal.	During	

the	day,	the	front	doors	of	all	homes	would	be	open.	As	I	would	walk	past	these	open	doors	

on	my	way	to	or	out	of	Vaikuntam’s	work-place,	I	would	notice	either	someone	engaged	in	

some	task	in	the	front	room,	or	someone	gazing	into	a	television	which	would	not	be	in	my	

line	of	vision,	or	 just	an	empty	front	room.	On	a	number	of	occasions	 I	would	see	women	

whom	 I	 recognized	 were	 from	 the	 neighbourhood	 walk	 into	 either	 Padma’s	 or	 Vanaja’s	

homes.		

In	explaining	his	claim	that	writing	 lies	 in	the	details,	 Jackson	appeals	to	the	ethnographer	

that	writing	 not	 only	 requires	 the	 remembering	 the	 details,	 but	 in	 fact	 recognizing	 them.	

These	 details	 then	 do	 not	 merely	 exist	 in	 the	 environment	 –	 in	 a	 physical	 landscape,	 a	

climate,	its	people,	their	transport	–	but	in	the	way	they	impact	our	senses	of	sight,	hearing,	

smell,	taste	and	texture.	However	this	ability	of	the	environment	to	impact	us,	Jackson	says	

is	never	exhausted,	but	in	fact,	

…	 there	 is	 a	 part	 of	 everything	 which	 is	 unexplored,	 because	 we	 are	

accustomed	to	using	our	eyes	only	in	association	with	the	memory	of	what	

people	 before	 us	 have	 thought	 of	 the	 thing	we	 are	 looking	 at.	 Even	 the	

smallest	 thing	 has	 something	 in	 it	 which	 is	 unknown.	 We	 must	 find	 it.	

(Jackson	2012:	26)	

However	more	importantly	what	aided	in	resolving	my	curiosity	towards	this	subject	matter	

concerning	 the	 relations	 between	 families	 was	 that	 while	 they	 individually	 and	

independently	went	about	their	everyday	lives,	there	were	certain	structures	in	place	which	

would	bring	them	together	as	a	collective	unit.	One	such	occasion	was	Ganesh	Chathurti.85	

I	was	present	on	the	last	day	of	Ganesh	Chathurti,	which	usually	is	a	ten-day	festival,	and	the	

household	had	collectively	prepared	a	 large	amount	of	food	which	was	to	given	as	prasad	

																																																													
85	Ganesh	Chathurti	is	a	festival	celebrated	between	August-September	in	honour	of	the	elephant-head	god,	
Ganesh	
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(offering	of	food)	to	neighbours,	visitors	who	came	home	or	to	the	studio,	anyone	from	the	

village	who	 came	 to	 pay	 respects	 at	 the	pandal	 (canopy	which	 housed	 the	 deity	 and	 the	

ritual),	 or	 even	 passers-by.	 There	was	 a	 rather	 young	 priest	who	was	 conducting	 the	 last	

rites	 before	 the	 idol	 would	 be	 taken	 for	 immersion.	 The	 deity	 however	 was	 a	 four-foot	

plaster-of-Paris	 idol	 of	 Ganesh.	Ganesh	 Chathurthi	 was	 a	 time	 when	 I	 saw	 several	 tents	

being	 erected	 in	 Jangaon	 and	 Cheriyal	 where	 rows	 and	 rows	 of	 such	 idols	 would	 be	

displayed	 for	 sale.	 The	 interesting	 thing	 about	 these	 kiosks	 was	 that	 they	 were	 run	 by	

travelling	 or	 migrant	 communities,	 mostly	 people	 belonging	 to	 the	 Lambada	 community	

who	frequently	travel	around	Andhra	and	Telangana.	They	were	also	probably	the	artists.		

The	 celebration	 of	 Ganesh	 Chathurti	 by	 the	 Danalakota	 household	 offered	 me	 an	

opportunity	 to	 see	 the	way	 in	which	 the	 household,	 though	divided,	was	 structured	 such	

that	its	different	parts	could	gravitate	towards	a	centre	at	some	points,	and	then	spread	out	

in	their	own	directions.	Whether	or	not	the	individual	families	shared	harmonious	relations	

with	each	other	at	all	times,	is	not	important;	what	is	important	is	that	they	are	capable	of	

identifying	 the	 spaces	 and	 times	 when	 these	 kinship	 ties	 need	 to	 be	 acknowledged.	 	 As	

Margaret	 Trawick	 very	 poetically	 captures	 these	 moments	 of	 ‘dynamic	 unions’	 within	

kinship	patterns	in	South	India,	

Living	in	a	troubled	world,	at	very	close	quarters	with	others,	one	learned	

to	 accept	 the	 bad	with	 the	 good.	We	 need	 only	 set	 our	 own	 spatialized	

images	 of	 opposition	 and	 contrast	 into	 time	 to	 see	 that	 all	 rhythms	 are	

transformations	and	reverse	transformations	of	states	into	opposite	states	

and	then	back	again,	repeatedly	(Trawick	1990:	250).	
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The	festival	being	celebrated	by	the	Danalakota	household	

It	was	 towards	 the	end	of	2013	 that	Vaikuntam	and	Vanaja	moved	 to	Hyderabad.	Till	 the	

time	 the	 family	was	 living	 in	Cheriyal,	 Rakesh	and	Vinay,	who	were	 studying	 and	 living	 in	

Hyderabad,	were	able	to	visit	only	during	the	weekends	and	vacations.	The	decision	to	move	

to	Hyderabad	was	motivated	by	the	fact	that	the	entire	family	together	could	then	share	the	

work	 load.	 I’m	 not	 certain	 how	 this	 would	 alter	 the	 social	 engagement	 between	 the	

individual	 families,	but	Vaikuntam	very	clearly	stated	that	his	 family	would	never	 let	go	of	

the	house	in	Cheriyal.	As	he	let	me	know,		

Cheriyal	was	where	 I	was	 born,	where	 I	 got	married,	where	my	 children	

grew	up,	where	my	 father	did	his	work,	 and	where	 this	work	 flourished.	

That	house	will	always	be	my	home.	Moving	to	Hyderabad	was	a	decision	I	

had	to	make	based	on	my	work	and	my	children	
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One	is	not	unfamiliar	with	the	newly	emerging	paradigms	of	joint	households	in	South	Asia	

where	 nuclear	 families	 emerging	 from	 one	 household	 are	 located	 in	 different	 places,	

sometimes	within	the	same	city	or	even	locality,	but	choose	to	retain	the	ancestral	property	

jointly	 at	 the	 native	 place.86	 This	 phenomenon	 one	 could	 analyse	 through	 Dumont’s	

assertion	that	kinship	systems	are	maintained	primarily	to	sustain	a	continuously	practiced	

engagement	 between	 affines,	 a	 worldview	 which	 is	 driven	 by	 what	 he	 famously	 terms	

affinity	as	a	value.	However	departing	from	Dumont	in	his	avowal	of	an	encompassing,	all-

consuming	 ideology	of	 social	 organization	 is	 Trawick	who	 seeks	 to	 identify	 the	desire	 and	

longing	for	such	affinity	and	symmetry.	She	writes,	

…	 [T]here	 also	 burns	 longing	 between	 actual	 human	 individuals,	 longing	

aroused	in	part	by	the	experiences	of	childhood	and	in	part	by	mythic	and	

ideal	patterns	that	people	seek	to	live	out	but	which,	in	their	actual	lives,	

they	 can	never	 fulfil.	 Longings	pull	 against	 longings,	 ideals	 against	 ideals,	

the	 act	 of	 seeking	 fulfilment	 only	 intensifies	 the	 desire,	 so	 tension	 is	

maintained	 and	 the	 pattern	 of	 complementation	 repeated	 indefinitely	

(Trawick	1990:	247).	

The	 house	 in	 Hyderabad	 which	 the	 family	 moved	 to,	 apart	 from	 being	 bigger,	 was	 also	

better	lit	than	Vaikuntam’s	studio	at	Cheriyal.	There	was	a	large	window	on	his	side	as	well	

as	 the	 main	 entrance	 and	 another	 large	 window	 facing	 him.	 The	 main	 hall	 could	

accommodate	 two	big	 tables;	 one	was	Vaikuntam’s	 signature	 drawing	 table,	 and	 another	

bigger	 table	which	 could	accommodate	both	Vanaja	and	Rakesh	on	either	 side.	 The	 table	

occupied	by	Vanaja,	owing	 to	 its	bigger	 size,	would	 turn	 into	a	dining	 table	during	meals.		

Separating	the	hall	from	the	kitchen	was	a	curtain	and	a	small	home	shrine.	The	function	of	

the	 house,	 as	 Vaikuntam	 explained,	 served	 his	 purpose,	 namely	 of	 him	 not	 having	 to	

physically	relocate	from	the	studio	in	case	he	was	required	for	some	household	chore.	The	

house	was	furnished	with	two	bedrooms	–	one	for	Rakesh	and	Vinay,	and	the	other,	which	

Vaikuntam	called	‘master	bedroom’,	was	meant	for	the	Vanaja	and	himself.	

What	 added	 to	 the	 ambience	 of	 the	work-place	 or	 the	 hall	 room	was	 the	 presence	 of	 a	

television	 set,	which	wasn’t	 the	 case	 in	 the	 studio	 in	 Cheriyal.	 Vaikuntam	enthusiastically	
																																																													
86	See	J	P	Singh,	“Nuclearization	of	household	and	family	in	urban	India”,	Sociological	Bulletin,	Vol.	52,	No.	1,	
March	2003	
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avowed,	 “It	 is	 fun	 to	 keep	 the	 television	 running.	 It	 does	 not	 distract	 me.	 The	 TV	 keeps	

playing	and	I	keep	doing	my	work.”	

	

Layout	of	the	house	in	Hyderabad	

	

The	situation	sounds	almost	comic;	that	Vaikuntam’s	hand	keeps	moving	to	the	rhythm	of	

the	 television.	 But	 what	 this	 banal	 everyday	 detail	 suggests	 is	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	

practice	has	become	a	part	of	Vaikuntam;	that	it	almost,	only	almost,	sounds	automatic.	Or	

to	rephrase,	Vaikuntam	has	acquired	an	ability	to	assess	his	own	work	in	progress	and	at	the	

same	 time	 have	 several	 aspects	 of	 a	 physical	 environment	 in	 his	 awareness.	 In	 fact,	 as	

mentioned	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 it	was	owing	 to	 such	 fluency	 that	 I	was	 able	 to	 engage	 in	

conversations	 with	 Vaikuntam	 while	 he	 worked;	 anything	 in	 his	 immediate	 physical	

environment	would	only	feed	into	the	process	of	craft,	rather	than	taking	away	from	it.	

Of	course	Vanaja	would	probably	disagree	with	me	on	this	point,	for	there	were	a	few	times	

when	 she	would	 call	 out	 to	Vaikuntam	saying	 in	 Telugu,	“Stop	 looking	at	 the	TV...	 do	 the	

work.	I’ve	been	noticing	that	this	TV	doesn’t	allow	you	to	work.”	Usually	if	she	noticed	that	

Vaikuntam	was	not	paying	any	heed	to	her	remarks,	she	would	turn	the	TV	off.	Vaikuntam	

would	then	look	up	at	me	and	grin	like	a	child	caught	stealing	candy.	
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The	practice	was	therefore	being	carried	out	amidst	the	everyday	details	of	a	home.	If	I	was	

to	 contemplate	 the	 life	 of	 a	 painted	 piece	 of	 canvas,	which	was	 soon	 to	 be	 displayed	 as	

decoration	 in	a	hotel	 lobby,	what	 I	was	witnessing	as	 the	process	of	 its	creation	 ‘seemed’	

somewhat	 incongruous.	 How	 do	 I	 understand	 the	 ‘work’	 that	 produces	 an	 ‘object’?	 The	

‘reality’	of	the	house	is	very	much	a	part	of	the	‘reality’	of	work.	The	table	that	Rakesh	and	

Vanaja	share	during	‘work’	is	converted	into	the	lunch	table.	Rolled	canvases,	with	sketched	

line	 drawings,	 were	 placed	 in	 the	 corner	 of	 a	 shelf,	 which	 Vanaja	 after	 her	 stint	 in	 the	

kitchen	used	to	pick	up	and	start	filling	with	colour.	This	was	when	Vaikuntam’s	claim	‘this	

practice	belongs	to	our	household’	becomes	a	palpable	reality.		

As	Venkatesan	writes	about	her	experience	while	doing	ethnography,	

My	early	 interest	 in	the	weavers	was	sparked	by	a	Pattamadai	mat	that	 I	

found	 beautiful.	 It	 was	 the	 object,	 then,	 that	 first	 brought	 me	 to	 the	

makers.	 This	 attitude	 is	 not	 unlike	 that	 of	 many	 members	 of	 the	 craft	

world,	 to	 whom	 I	 am	 not	 socially	 dissimilar.	 But,	 months	 of	 sitting	 in	

weavers'	 homes	 watching	 them	 weave	 and	 talking	 about	 work,	 money,	

backache,	 worries,	 and	 aspirations	 soon	 dispelled	 any	 vestigial	

romanticism	about	mat-weaving	(Venkatesan	2009)	

	

C. “THIS	WORK	REQUIRES	EVERYBODY’S	CONTRIBUTION”	

Further	to	the	narratives	about	the	way	in	which	this	craft	emerges	as	a	‘collective	practice’	

of	the	household,	it	 is	within	a	kinship	matrix	that	the	structures	of	the	craft	and	its	visual	

form	unfold.	As	Vaikuntam	explained,		

This	 work	 requires	 everybody’s	 contribution.	 Help	 is	 essential.	 After	

finishing	 all	 the	household	 chores	my	mother	used	 to	 sit	with	my	 father	

and	work.	She	used	to	do	the	painting	and	varnishing.	 	Both	women	and	

men	 do	 the	 painting	 together.	 When	 the	 orders	 are	 more,	 then	 the	

women	 take	 it	 up.	 Earlier	 there	 were	 dolls	 made	 from	 cow	 dung	 and	

tamarind	 seed	 paste.	 After	 drying,	 cloth	 has	 to	 be	 pasted,	 and	 the	
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colouring	 required	broad	 strokes.	All	 this	was	done	by	women.	Men	and	

women	share	this	work	load	equally.	

It	is	I	who	usually	draws	the	sketch,	the	under-drawing.	My	wife	then	fills	

the	background	colour,	the	colour	for	skin	and	clothes.	Once	she	is	done,	I	

proceed	to	do	the	finer	work,	like	the	black	outlines.	She	can	do	those	too,	

but	her	strokes	tend	to	be	thicker.87	

Vaikuntam’s	 recollection	 of	 the	 way	 in	 which	 the	 entire	 household	 participated	 in	 this	

practice,	and	by	his	insistence	that	“help	is	essential”,	does	indeed	suggest	that	historically	

this	 craft	was	bound	 to	division	of	 labour	within	 the	 family.	 Even	 today,	 either	Rakesh	or	

Vinay	would	start	by	first	drawing	straight	lines	along	the	margins	of	the	canvas	to	make	the	

borders.	Vaikuntam	would	then	sketch	the	figures	with	pencil	or	gerua	(red	soil)	depending	

upon	the	size	of	the	painting,	where	pencil	was	used	for	smaller	canvases.	This	would	then	

either	go	back	to	Rakesh	or	Vinay	or	Vanaja	who	would	then	fill	 the	background	with	red,	

after	 which,	 depending	 upon	 the	 availability	 of	 the	 people,	 the	 colours	 of	 the	 skin	 and	

clothes	used	to	be	done	by	Vanaja	or	the	boys.	But	it	was	mostly	Vanaja	or	Vaikuntam	who	

used	 to	 render	 the	 addageetallu	 (the	 small	 black	 lines	 to	 depict	 jewellery)	 or	 the	

embellishments	 on	 the	 clothes.	 Finally	 it	 always	was	 Vaikuntam	who	 outlined	 the	 figures	

with	black,	 the	phase	considered	to	require	 the	most	dexterity,	while	Vanaja	was	the	one	

who	used	to	decorate	the	boundaries	with	designs	and	motifs.	I	would	like	to	add	that	the	

rendition	 of	 the	 final	 black	 lines	 by	 Vaikuntam	 are	 not	 indicative	 merely	 of	 his	 skill	 and	

dexterity	at	the	craft,	but	also	of,	as	we	shall	discuss	shortly,	the	individuality	of	the	artists.	

It	 is	 the	 sophistication	of	 this	 aesthetic	 element,	which	 is	 a	 result	 of	 fluency	of	 individual	

artists	that	poses	a	challenge	to	two	discourses	around	folk	art,	One,	as	we	have	discussed,	

the	presumption	that	folk	art	requires	artisans	to	relinquish	individual	style,	and	two,	which	

we	will	discuss	shortly,	the	idea	of	anonymity	within	the	folk	arts.		

Interestingly,	 the	process	 through	which	 the	 form	of	 the	 craft	 unravels	 is	 also	 the	way	 in	

which	 this	 skill	 is	 learnt	 and	 internalized	 by	 novices	 and	 apprentices,	 who	 also	 include	

children	and	women	married	into	the	family.	As	Vaikuntam	expounds,		

																																																													
87	I	shall	elaborate	on	‘broad	strokes’	later	in	this	chapter,	when	I	discuss	skill	and	embodiment.	



180	
	

One	 begins	 learning	 by	 filling	 in	 the	 red	 background.	 That	 is	 the	 easier	

work,	because	one	can	give	as	many	coats.	That	helps	in	the	free	handling	

of	 the	 brush.	 Alongside	 you	 also	 learnt	 how	 to	 sketch	 outlines	 of	 the	

figures	 –	 first	with	 pencil	 and	 then	with	 the	brush.	 That	way	one	 knows	

how	 to	 control	 the	 brush.	 After	 this	 you	 begin	 working	 on	 the	

addageetallu.	 This	 helps	 train	 someone	 in	 rendering	 fine	 lines.	 Then	one	

moves	 to	 colouring	 the	 body	 and	 clothes.	 Finally	 one	 begins	 practice	 on	

the	black	outlines.		

	

Vaikuntam	rendering	the	addageetallu.	July	2013	

In	 fact	 as	 Vanaja	 and	 Padma	 discuss	 later,	 their	 initiation	 into	 this	 practice	 began	 after	

marriage,	with	their	socialization	into	the	cognatic	family.	Thus	the	process	of	learning	the	

practice	 creates	 a	 space	 for	 the	 performance	 of	 kinship	 and	 familial	 ties.	 Borrowing	 then	

from	 the	 discussion	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 about	 the	 conception	 of	 ethnography	 as	 a	

potentiality,	the	idea	of	practice	as	a	conduit	–	capable	of	embedding	new	representations	

and	meanings	–	refers	to	the	philosophical	quality	of	Heideggerian	clearing,	in	which	a	space	

(discursive	and	material)	 is	always	brimming	with	a	possibility	of	becoming	anything	at	all;	
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the	 clearing	 is	 a	 field	 in	 which	 some	 thing	 or	 idea	 can	 show	 itself,	 or	 be	 unconcealed	

(Heidegger	2002).	

Within	 the	 practice	 of	 the	 craft	 and	 the	 way	 in	 which	 it	 is	 internalized	 one	 notices	 a	

movement	from	the	general	–	the	red	background,	colours	of	body	and	clothes	–	moving	to	

the	particular	–	addageetallu,	details	of	jewellery	and	garments,	and	the	black	outlines.	It	is	

also	within	 this	movement	 that	one	not	only	experiences	 the	amassing	of	 a	 skill,	 but	one	

also	articulates	the	consolidation	of	familial	bonds	and	one’s	location	within	the	family.	Thus	

returning	to	Sahlin’s	mutuality	of	being,	kinship,	with	its	composition	of	shared	substances,	

is	capable	of	generating	the	craft	practice,	and	the	craft	practice,	with	its	constituent	stages,	

is	capable	of	expressing	kinship	(Sahlin	2011).	Through	the	way	in	which	the	practice	of	craft	

unravels	within	 the	way	 in	which	 kinship	 is	 performed,	 it	 appears	 that	while	 craft	 forges	

intersubjective	relations	with	its	practitioners	(Ingold	2000;	Sennett	2008),	conditions	for	its	

unravelling	 can	 be	 located	 within	 an	 intersubjective	 field	 inscribed	 through	 kinship	 and	

familial	structures.						

Of	course	 the	understanding	of	 this	collective	practice	gets	disrupted	when	one	considers	

the	issue	of	authorship.	Historically	it	has	only	been	the	male	artist	whose	signatures	have	

been	found	even	on	earlier	specimens	of	the	scroll	tradition	(Mittal	2014);	even	today	it	is	

only	Vaikuntam’s	name	that	is	borne	on	all	the	canvases.	As	he	continued,		

I	sign	all	the	paintings	that	leave	this	studio.	But	this	has	always	been	the	

practice.	 The	 eldest	 in	 the	 family	 is	 the	 signatory.	 The	 purpose	 of	 the	

signature	 is	 to	 inform	people	 that	 this	piece	of	work	has	come	 from	this	

household.	 Even	 though	 it	 only	 bears	my	name,	 I	 know	 that	my	 family’s	

contribution	 is	 indispensable.	 It	 is	 only	 for	 convenience	 that	 one	 artist	

signs	off	a	painting.	

This	has	also	been	reiterated	by	Thangavelu	who	claims	that	it	was	not	so	much	about	the	

signatory	being	male	as	much	as	being	 the	patriarch	of	 the	household.	This	aspect	 in	 fact	

has	its	function	in	the	history	of	the	practice,	where	a	family	of	artists	was	known	through	

their	characteristic	aesthetic	 style	manifest	 in	 the	 finer	details	of	 the	paintings;	 it	was	 the	

male	patriarch	who	then	was	a	figurative	head	of	this	kind	of	collective	practice.	Thus	adding	
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to	Thangavelu’s	commentary,	it	was	not	so	much	about	the	signatory	being	the	patriarch	of	

the	household	as	much	as	being	a	reference	to	a	particular	familial	workshop	of	artists.			

While	 discussing	 an	 instance	 when	 a	Madel	 Puranam	 scroll	 (lineage	 of	 the	 washer-men	

community)	was	being	delivered	to	the	storytellers,	Thangavelu	writes,		

I	was	surprised	when	I	saw	only	Chandraiah	and	Vaikuntam's	names	on	the	

final	 version	 of	 the	 Madel	 Puranam.	 Nagesh	 Nakasi	 (Nageshwar),	 who	

worked	on	the	actual	painting	of	the	scroll	was	not	mentioned	anywhere	

on	it.	It	was	then	that	I	realized	that	the	distribution	of	work	in	the	Nakasi	

studio	 in	 Cherial	 with	 Chandraiah	 as	 its	 head	 was	 far	 more	 complex,	

private	and	fluid	than	I	had	hitherto	understood	(Thangavelu	1998:	79).	

	

Vanaja	and	Vaikuntam	working	together	on	a	painting.	July	2013	

This	 is	not	to	say	that	Vaikuntam	or	other	artists	 in	the	past	did	not	want	to	be	known	or	

sought	anonymity,	as	we	have	discussed	in	the	first	chapter.	As	Stella	Kramrisch	notes	that		

Anonymity	 in	the	case	of	the	 Indian	artist	does	not	 imply	that	he	did	not	

want	 to	be	known;	he	did	not	 think	of	wanting	 to	be	known	as	different	

from	others-as	unique…	His	singularity	does	not	stress	or	seek	otherness,	
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but	 strives	 for	 intensity	 of	 realization	 and	 for-power	 in	 giving	 form	 to	

content	 experienced	 or	 approached	 by	 all	 those	 for	 whom	 he	 works	

(Kramrisch	1956:	339).		

Certainly,	 with	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 economic	 nation	 state,	 commodification	 of	 the	

relationship	 between	 authorship	 and	 authenticity	 has	 created	 a	 context	 for	 possessive	

individualism	 (see	 Coombe	 1998;	 Boyle	 1997).	 Yet	 even	 while	 Vaikuntam	 may	 largely	

attribute	 his	 creativity	 and	 expressive	 genius	 to	 a	 singular	 and	unique	 source,	 namely	 his	

individual	artistic	self,	he	does	so	only	by	locating	himself	within	a	collective	history,	which	

then	surpasses	all	claims	of	individual	authorship.	This	is	a	history	which	Vaikuntam	evokes	

with	 his	 claim,	 ‘…	 this	 piece	 of	 work	 has	 come	 from	 the	 household’,	 which	 asserts	 the	

legitimacy	and	 legacy	of	his	own	knowledge	as	a	naqqashi	artist.	Thus	as	we	have	already	

discussed	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 while	 responding	 to	 modernity	 and	 its	 discourses,	

individuals	 rely	 on	 historical	 structures	 to	 negotiate	 new	 texts	 and	 contexts.	 Vaikuntam’s	

construction	 of	 him-‘self’	 as	 agent	 of	 the	 practice	 is	 very	 much	 allied	 to	 the	 historical	

relationship	which	he	himself	seeks	between	the	practice	and	its	community.		

Further,	the	role	of	the	household	now	is	not	only	 limited	to	the	physical	confinements	of	

the	 house-cum-studio,	 but	 owing	 to	 the	 kind	 of	 patronage	 received	 from	 the	 market-

economy,	this	craft	has	a	face	–	the	family	of	artisans.	Over	the	years,	Vanaja’s	involvement	

has	 extended	 beyond	 her	 skill	 as	 a	 painter,	 and	 has	 accompanied	 Vaikuntam	 to	 several	

exhibitions	and	craft	tours.	As	she	told	me,	

This	 work	 has	 not	 only	 earned	me	money	 and	 satisfaction,	 but	 also	 the	

opportunity	 to	 travel	 to	 many	 places.	 I	 have	 visited	 Chennai,	 Mumbai,	

Delhi.	 I	 like	 it	when	people	appreciate	our	work,	but	most	of	 the	 times	 I	

understand	very	little,	because	I’m	not	very	fluent	in	Hindi	(laughing).	But	

my	 trip	 to	 Mumbai	 was	 most	 memorable.	 It	 was	 the	 first	 time	 that	 I	

travelled	to	such	a	big	city.	Also,	even	though	the	exhibition	was	only	for	a	

day,	each	and	every	piece	that	we	carried	was	sold.	Sometimes	we	go	on	

long	 trips	 and	 come	 back	 without	 selling	 anything,	 which	 is	 very	

disappointing,	but	Mumbai	was	just	unforgettable.		
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I	usually	do	not	 talk	 to	people	much.	Whenever	 I	meet	new	people,	 it	 is	

mostly	about	work.	In	that	regard,	I	do	not	have	many	friends.	It	is	only	my	

relatives	with	whom	 I	 am	 close.	 They	 encourage	me	 and	 appreciate	my	

success	 whenever	 they	 see	 or	 hear	 something	 about	 me	 in	 TV	 or	

newspapers.	 In	 2010	 an	 organization	 called	 the	 ‘Telugu	 Maha	 Sabha’	

(Confederation	of	Telugu	Culture)	felicitated	me	for	my	contribution	to	this	

craft	 and	awarded	me	a	 sum	of	Rs.	25,000	 (the	photograph	of	Vanaja	 in	

the	 studio	was	 taken	 during	 this	 felicitation).	 I	 feel	 very	 happy	when	 so	

many	people	appreciate	our	work.	

Today	 any	 kind	 of	 representation	 of	 the	 craft	 industry	 in	 the	 public	 sphere	 is	 incomplete	

without	 the	 inclusion	 of	 the	 family	 unit.	 Exhibitions,	 demonstrations	 and	workshops	 –	 all	

involve	either	a	wife-husband	team,	or	father-son,	or	mother-daughter,	or	even	sometimes	

a	whole	nuclear	family.	Recapitulating	the	historicization	of	handicraft	production	in	 India,	

Kawlra	 claims	 that	 along	with	 the	 craft,	 the	producers	of	 the	 craft	 too	were	 sacralised	as	

occupying	the	timeless	space	of	an	authentic	past.	She	writes,	

Artisans	 were	 accordingly	 emblematized	 in	 colonial	 records	 and	

exhibitions	 through	 rarefied	 conceptions	of	 the	 ‘native	 Indian	 craftsman’	

visually	represented…	in	the	image	of	an	anonymous	ethnological	‘body	at	

work’,	 and	whose	presence	 in	diverse	exhibitionary	 complexes	was	 itself	

evidentiary	 reference	 to	 and	 evocation	 of	 the	 traditional...	 The	 concrete	

location	 of	 artisans	 in	 the	 geo-scape	 of	 ‘traditional’	 India,	 however,	 was	

legitimized	 by	 other	 forms	 of	 colonial	 knowledge,	 particularly	 historical	

epigraphy…	 artisans	 were	 systematically	 inserted	 within	 local	 histories	

thus	produced	as	 the	 ‘living’	 repositories	of	an	unchanged,	even	 if	 fuzzy,											

techno-cultural	past	(Kawlra	2014:	8).		

While	the	inclusion	of	more	family	members	indeed	assists	in	the	division	of	work,	especially	

in	situations	of	long	distance	exhibition	travels,	it	does	display	a	history	of	the	efforts	of	the	

independent	 state	 to	 restore	 the	 social	 and	 cultural	 sanctity	of	 ‘Indian	 crafts’.	 The	 revival	

and	reconstruction	of	the	different	craft	forms	in	India,	among	other	ways,	also	took	place	

in	a	more	subtle	but	integral	manner	–	by	putting	familial	ties	and	cohesion	at	the	helm	of	
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production.	 This,	 Purnima	 Shah,	 in	 her	 historiographical	 study	 on	 the	 emergence	 of	

Bharatnatyam,	 claims	 was	 a	 mid	 to	 late	 twentieth	 century	 movement	 towards																										

nation-building,	which	propagated	a	(re)construction	and	(re)assertion	of	 ‘Indian’	values	in	

an	attempt	to	re-establish	the	Indian	people's	dwindling	sense	of	identity	(Shah	2002).	 	To	

apply	what	Lata	Mani	analyses	of	the	colonial	discourse	around	women	on	sati,88	the	rural	

artisan	family	then	is	neither	the	subject	nor	the	object,	but	a	site	for	the	definition	of	Indian	

handicrafts	and	negotiations	over	heritage	(Mani	1987).		

Writing	about	household	production	among	Zapotec	weavers	who	cater	to	the	bourgeoning	

tourist	and	international	ethnic	art	market	of	Oaxaca	Mexico,	W	Warner	Wood	explains	how	

flexible	 production	 under	 post-Fordist	 relations	 of	 production	 has	 come	 to	 influence	 the	

circumstances	and	compositions	of	Zapotec	weaving	households.	Reporting	about	one	such	

household	which	was	registered	as	one	of	the	tourist	destinations	in	the	regions	for	weaving	

demonstrations,	 Wood	 narrates	 an	 episode	 when	 a	 bus	 filled	 with	 tourists	 paid	 this	

household	a	visit,	

Antonio,	his	wife,	daughter,	and	two	sons	fall	 into	familiar	patterns	when	

the	 tour	 buses	 arrive,	 each	playing	 a	 role	 in	 the	demonstration.	Antonio	

ushers	 the	 crowd	 under	 the	 wide	 verandah	 that	 runs	 the	 length	 of	 the	

front	of	his	home,	demonstrating	to	the	crowd	how	natural	dyestuffs	are	

used	in	the	making	of	Zapotec	textiles.	Emila,	the	family	matriarch,	takes	a	

break	Emelia	the	family	matriarch	takes	a	break	from	her	nearly	constant	

food	 preparation	 to	 demonstrate	 how	wool	 is	 spun	 into	 yarn,	while	 her	

daughter	 kneels	 at	 her	 side	 carding	 the	 rough	 wool	 into	 smooth,	 fluffy	

bunches.	 The	 boys	 and	 an	 older	 nephew	hired	 to	work	 the	 larger,	more	

physically	demanding	loom	slow	their	work	as	people	crowd	around	them	

to	watch	in	silence.	Before	long,	the	room	is	crowded	with	tourists,	textiles	

are	strewn	over	the	floor	and	Antonio	Emelia,	their	children,	and	even	the	

tour	guide	(who	gets	his	15	per	cent	cut	 later)	are	all	working	to	find	the	

																																																													
88	The	abolition	of	sati	(the	practice	of	widows	immolating	themselves	on	the	funeral	pyre	of	their	husbands)	
was	 abolished	 by	 the	 British	 in	 1829.	Mani	 claims,	 “colonial	 rule,	with	 its	moralizing	 claims,	 is	 said	 to	 have	
provided	the	contexts	for	a	thoroughgoing	re-evaluation	of	Indian	‘tradition’	along	lines	more	consonant	with	
the	 ‘modern’	 economy	and	 society	 believed	 to	 have	 been	 the	 consequence	 of	 India’s	 incorporation	 onto	 the	
capitalist	world	system”	(Mani	1987:	120)	
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right	textile	for	the	right	person….	When	the	bus	leaves	and	the	money	is	

counted,	 everyone	 returns	 to	 what	 he	 or	 she	 had	 been	 doing…	 (Wood	

2000:	142).	

Thus	the	performance	of	kinship	roles	through	the	practice	of	the	craft	in	the	everyday	lives	

of	the	artists’	homes	transforms	into	the	performance	of	‘tradition’	through	the	practice	of	

kinship	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	market.	 Within	 these	 two	 scenarios	 then,	 the	 craft	 moves	

between	 ‘being	 an	 index	 of	 human	 agency’	 through	 familial	 structuring	 of	 the	work,	 and	

‘being	 fully	 agentive’	 through	 its	 role	 in	 the	 alignment	 of	 the	 family	 under	 the	 rubric	 of	

‘Indian-ness’	(Coitti	2012).89			

III. DISTINCTIONS	

As	we	have	 already	 discussed,	 the	 practice	 of	 craft	 is	 revealed	 through	 the	way	 in	which	

kinship	relations	were	performed	and	made	manifest	in	degrees	of	incorporation	within	the	

household.	 It	 is	 therefore	within	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 practice	 as	 a	 language	 to	 express	

kinship	that	it	also	becomes	a	substance	to	claim	kinship.	Nevertheless	personhood	within	a	

household	 and	 community	 of	 practitioners	 is	 determined	 not	 just	 by	 the	 transmission	 of	

such	substance,	but	also	by	the	way	in	which	this	substance	is	acted	upon	by	subjects.	What	

the	 following	 section	 will	 attempt	 to	 demonstrate	 is	 that	 while	 personhood	 within	 the	

household	 can	 be	 claimed	 through	 the	 practice	 of	 craft,	 it	 is	 simultaneously	 constructed	

through	 imaginations	 of	 distinction	 which	 are	 not	 only	 germane	 to,	 but	 also	 reproduced	

through	the	craft.		

	

Marchand	claims	that	 learning	 to	be	a	mason	 is	not	separate	 from	 learning	 to	be	a	moral	

person	 in	 Yemen	 society.	 The	 integration	 of	 “muscles,	moral	 and	mind”	 is	 viewed	 by	 the	

community	of	practitioners	and	their	publics	as	integral	to	the	development	of	a	competent	

craftsperson	(Marchand	2010:	6).	The	notion	of	substance,	then	as	Carsten	suggests,	apart	

from	 implying	 affinity,	 could	 also	 entail	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘boundary’	 (Carsten	 1995:	 234),	 by	

distinguishing	 those	not	made	of	or	not	 in	possession	of	 it.	But	 she	also	 refers	 to	another	

way	in	which	the	notion	of	substance	could	assert	boundaries;	substance,	Carsten	analyses,	

																																																													
89	Manuela	Coitti	discusses	the	way	in	which	the	entry	of	Indian	contemporary	and	modern	art	objects	into	the	
world	of	global	art	exhibitions	and	biennales		opens	up	debates	about	the	location	of	‘Indian-ness’	in	a	market	
driven	by	neo-liberal	capital.	
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“having	 a	 quality	 intermediate	 between	 organized	 physical	 bodies	 and	 undifferentiated	

matter,	derives	 its	power	 from	 its	potential	 for	being	organized”	 (Carsten	1995:	234).	 It	 is	

this	 potential	 of	 a	 similar	 and	 shared	 substance	 to	 become	 organized	 in	 the	 process	 of	

occupying	and	being	occupied	by	the	body	that	allows	it	to	multiply	and	reproduce	itself	as	

distinct	 and	 different	 narratives	 of	 each	 other.	 In	 relation	 to	 practice	 of	 the	 craft,	 the	

following	 section	 will	 look	 at	 the	 way	 in	 which	 these	 ‘distinctions’	 and	 ‘differences’	

constructed	by	members	of	the	Danalakota	household	pertain	to	ideas	of	cognition	and	way	

in	 which	 it	 is	 articulated	 in	 language	 (Vaikuntam);	 to	 narratives	 of	 gender	 and	 a	 socio-

biological	determination	of	skill	 (Vanaja	and	Padma),	and	to	concerns	over	 the	 location	of	

one’s	inheritance	of	the	skill	within	a	contemporary	milieu	(Vinay).									

	

A. VAIKUNTAM	

Vaikuntam,	 today	 56	 years	 old,	 remembers	 learning	 this	 craft	 as	 a	 child;	when	 he	would	

return	from	school	he	would	find	his	father	working	in	the	courtyard	of	the	joint	household.	

His	initial	years	were	spent	assisting	his	father	in	his	work.	Vaikuntam	recounts,	

My	father	did	not	want	us	to	learn	this	craft,	because	by	his	time	work	had	

reduced;	 there	 were	 not	many	 orders.	 It	 had	 grown	 difficult	 for	 him	 to	

sustain	our	 family.	 	Because	my	brother	was	21	years	older	 than	me,	he	

got	to	acquire	some	of	the	skill	from	my	father.	My	father	began	suffering	

from	 paralysis.	 This	 rendered	 him	 unable	 to	 work.	 During	 a	 very	 brief	

period	when	he	recovered	he	taught	my	brother	some	of	the	work	so	that	

he	 could	 complete	 the	 unfinished	 orders.	 That	 was	 how	 my	 brother	

happened	to	get	trained	in	the	craft.	Otherwise	he	and	my	other	brother	

earned	a	living	mostly	from	tailoring.		But	I	was	always	keen	of	this	work.	

Despite	my	 father’s	wishes,	 I	 used	 to	 help	 him	make	 the	 colours,	 colour	

the	background	of	the	scrolls,	fill	in	the	colours	for	clothes	and	body,	till	I	

advanced	to	making	the	addageetallu	and	the	black	fine	lines.	This	I	used	

to	do	when	I	would	return	home	from	school,	but	then	I’ve	only	attended	

school	till	the	7th	grade.		
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My	father	died	when	I	was	only	14-15	years	old.	He	died	in	1976	at	the	age	

of	80.	I	still	had	a	lot	of	learn;	so	I	pursued	this	practice	by	myself.	I	began	

assisting	 my	 brother,	 who	 started	 taking	 orders	 on	 his	 own,	 once	 our	

father	passed	away.	I	made	it	a	habit	to	meet	older	naqaashi	artists	from	

Warangal	and	Nirmal	to	ask	them	about	various	techniques	–	how	to	draw	

the	 figures,	 how	 to	 place	 figures,	 how	 to	make	 colours.	 I	 tried	 to	 get	 as	

much	information	as	I	could.	But	I	wish	I	got	to	learn	more	from	my	father.	

For	example,	my	father	used	to	make	green	colour	from	vegetable	leaves.	I	

do	not	know	how	to	do	that.	Today	we	make	it	by	mixing	yellow	and	indigo	

blue.	The	other	thing	is	that	there	is	no	one	from	that	generation	to	teach	

me	about	the	technique.	My	father	was	the	last	of	his	generation	

Vaikuntam	made	his	first	scroll	painting	at	the	age	of	19,	roughly	five	years	after	his	father’s	

demise.	The	scroll	depicted	the	story	of	Gorramallaya	Puranam	narrated	by	the	Gorrapollu	

community	 for	 the	Mallulu	 community,	 who	mainly	 work	 as	 farmers	 and	 agriculturalists.	

Vaikuntam	distinctly	remembers	the	size	of	the	painting	as	3ft	by	30ft,	and	the	year	to	be	

1979;	for	 it	was	when	Chandraiah	was	away	 in	New	Delhi	 for	a	Craft’s	Museum	workshop	

for	about	a	month	that	it	was	upon	Vaikuntam	to	complete	the	order.	Later	he	qualified,		

There	is	still	a	lot	for	me	to	learn.	This	work	is	just	like	studying...	the	more	

you	study,	you	realize	how	little	you	know.	Even	the	greatest	artist	cannot	

claim	to	know	all	about	this	craft.	
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Vaikuntam	rendering	the	black	outlines	to	the	figures.	July	2013.	

What	 I	 feel	 Vaikuntam	 suggests	 is	 that	 the	 knowledge	 pertaining	 to	 the	 practice	 is	 then	

coterminous	 to	 its	porous	boundaries.	Owing	 to	 the	different	 regions	of	Telangana	within	

which	different	branches	of	 this	craft	were	practiced,	 it	was	only	natural	 that	artists	 from	

different	 regions	probably	had	 their	own	unique	 style	of	 colouring	or	preparing	a	 specific	

recipe.	 After	 all	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 the	 artists	 from	Warangal	 were	 more	 adept	 in	 scroll-

making,	while	those	from	Nirmal	were	experts	at	making	figures.	So	when	Vaikuntam	claims	

that	no	matter	how	great	 the	artist,	he	cannot	claim	 to	know	everything	about	 this	 craft,	

this	is	because	there	is	‘no	one	craft’.		

It	was	after	his	father’s	demise	that	Vaikuntam	and	his	brother	Chandraiah	began	working	

on	this	craft	as	a	 full-fledged	profession.	As	mentioned	previously,	Chandraiah	 focused	on	

making	figures	and	masks,	while	Vaikuntam	was	an	expert	at	paintings.	He	continues,		

I	 began	 to	 learn	 at	 an	 ideal	 age...	 between	 12	 and	 14	 years.	 You	 see	 a	

child’s	mind	is	easy	to	mould.	It	is	easy	to	train	children;	they	follow	what	

the	master	tells	them.	But	as	one	grows	old,	the	mind	 is	difficult	to	train.	

The	mind	needs	 to	be	 free	and	 fresh	 for	one	 to	 learn	 this	 skill	with	ease.	
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Otherwise	 as	 the	mind	matures	 it	 imposes	 all	 kind	 of	 restrictions.	 Artists	

like	my	father	and	those	of	his	generation,	all	began	this	work	as	children.	

If	you	belonged	to	a	naqaashi	household,	there	was	no	other	work	that	you	

were	 supposed	 to	 do.	 My	 father	 never	 went	 to	 school.	 He	 became	 an	

expert	at	the	age	of	15.	Painting	was	all	he	did	throughout	his	life.	

While	 this	 treatise	 on	 ‘cognitive	 ripeness’	 is	 something	 we	 have	 all	 encountered	 and	

experienced	 at	 some	 point	 in	 our	 lives,	 it	 also	 refers	 to	 a	 more	 rooted	 and	 integral	

mechanism	through	which	any	kind	of	creative	enterprise	–	art,	music,	dance,	performance	

or	writing	–	bursts	 forward,	 ‘allowing	the	self	 to	get	out	of	the	way’.	This	 is	 the	discursive	

mind	that	has	to	be	silenced,	so	that	knowledge	and	the	 inter-connections	that	constitute	

knowledge	 speak	 through	 the	 practitioner/novice.	 It	 is	 when	 the	 mind	 is	 without	

“restrictions”	 that	 the	novice	 is	 also	 trained	 to	not	 arrest	 or	 freeze	 skill	 and	 technique	 as	

knowledge,	but	to	view	the	practice	as	a	plane	which	is	being	constantly	generated	within	

language	and	everyday	life.	

The	mind	needs	to	be	“free	and	fresh”	for	it	to	absorb	the	tents	of	this	craft,	which	do	not	

exist	as	‘matter’	out	there,	but	are	transmitted	through	the	body	and	‘word’	of	the	master.	

In	his	narrative	Vaikuntam	constructs	not	 just	 the	way	 in	which	knowledge	 is	 transmitted,	

but	 in	 the	 process	 also	 constructs	 or	 rather	 evokes	 an	 important	 trope	 by	 referring	 to	

childhood,	 namely	 innocence.	 This	 is	 then	 something	which	 Vaikuntam	 does	 not	 feel	 but	

remembers,	 and	 it	 is	 this	 remembered	 innocence	 which	 he	 connects	 with	 learning.	 By	

referring	 to	 child-like	 qualities	 that	 an	 artist	 should	 internalize,	 Vaikuntam	 then	 not	 only	

remembers	 or	 recalls	 this	 innocence,	 pliancy	 or	 incorruptibility	 of	 being	 a	 child,	 but	 also	

imagines	how	 it	 is	 to	be	one.	He	 is	 then	narrating	a	story	about	a	specific	moment	 in	 the	

history	of	his	becoming,	and	by	 remembering	and	 imagining	 its	 importance,	 that	moment	

for	Vaikuntam	“has	never	stopped	happening…	It	is	not	done	with,	over,	relegated	to	a	past	

(but	rather)	becomes	part	of	a	casual	or	narrative	reconstruction	of	the	self”	 (Butler	2005:	

37).	

However,	 as	 Vaikuntam	 continues	 to	mentions,	 the	 continuity	 of	 the	 linage	 of	 skill	 from	

master	 to	 novice	 is	 but	 only	 an	 initiation	 into	 the	 vocabulary	 of	 the	 practice,	 never	

suffocating	the	individuality	of	the	artist.	He	says,	
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One	 cannot	 do	 this	 work	 without	 technique	 –	 every	 artist	 has	 his	 own	

technique	and	style.	If	I	teach	this	craft	to	someone,	it	is	important	for	the	

novice	 to	 follow	my	hand,	 technique	and	style.	But	what	young	students	

do	after	two	or	three	years	of	apprenticeship,	they	assume	that	they	know	

all	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 book,	 and	 set	 out	 on	 their	 own.	 This	 is	why	work	 of	

artists	 look	 different.	 Earlier	 it	 was	 important	 that	 one’s	 work	 had	 to	

resemble	that	of	from	whom	one	has	 learnt.	There	was	no	such	step-like	

process	 to	 teach	 this	 craft.	 The	 son	would	usually	 sit	with	 the	 father,	 ad	

follow	instructions.	The	cleverer	he	was,	the	quicker	he	would	pick	things	

up.		

But	 of	 course	 there	 would	 be	 some	 differences.	 Just	 like	 no	 two	

handwritings	are	the	same,	no	brushwork	of	two	artists	can	be	identical.	If	

you	 look	at	my	work,	my	 father’s	work	and	my	grand-father’s	work,	 you	

will	notice	that	the	style	is	the	same...	you	will	only	notice	the	difference	in	

our	 ‘writing’	 styles;	 in	 the	 way	 we	 use	 the	 brush.	 Some	 make	 broad	

strokes,	some	make	thin	strokes.	It	is	impossible	for	the	work	done	by	two	

people	to	be	identical.	

In	the	next	chapter	I	shall	dwell	upon	the	scribal	nature	of	this	practice	which	is	manifest	in	

the	vocabulary	that	artists	use	to	refer	to	the	act	of	painting;	they	call	it	likhna,	which	means	

‘writing’,	and	which	is	what	Vaikuntam	means	when	he	calls	his	a	 ‘writing	style’.	But	what	

interests	me	more	 is	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Vaikuntam	 articulates	 how	 ‘no	 brushwork	 of	 two	

artists	 can	 be	 identical	 …	 just	 like	 no	 two	 handwritings	 are	 the	 same’.	 At	 the	 surface,	 it	

almost	 seems	 like	 something	 very	 minimal	 and	 insignificant,	 namely	 the	 handwriting,	 is	

determining	 something	 greater,	 the	 sophistication	 of	 an	 artist.	 But	 then	 again	 Heidegger	

reminds	 us	 that	 the	 nature	 of	 art	 is	 usually	 essentialized	 based	 on	 the	way	 in	which	 one	

experiences	it,	what	he	calls	the	“vaunted	‘aesthetic	experience’”	(Heidegger	2002:	3);	hence	

we	would	tend	to	find	it	very	crude	if	art	was	experienced	and	defined	by	its	thingliness,	like	

the	way	in	which,	to	use	Heidegger’s	examples,	the	freight-handler	or	the	museum	charlady	

experiences	 an	 art-work	 (Heidegger	 2002).	 Thus	 when	 Vaikuntam	 associates	 his	 artistic	

genius	to	something	as	banal	and	quotidian	as	‘hand-writing’	it	immediately	takes	us	back	to	

Geertz’s	claim,		
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that	the	definition	of	art	in	any	society	is	never	wholly	intra-aesthetic,	and	

….	 The	 chief	 problem	 presented	 by	 the	 sheer	 phenomenon	 of	 aesthetic	

force	…	is	how	to	place	it	within	the	other	modes	of	social	activity,	how	to	

incorporate	it	into	the	texture	of	a	particular	pattern	of	life	(Geertz	1983:	

97)	

Vaikuntam	 refers	 to	 the	 basic	 and	 almost	 natural	difference	 between	 hand-writings	 as	 a	

benchmark	to	understand	the	difference	between	works	of	two	artists.	What	he	is	possibly	

suggesting	 is	 that	what	makes	 them	different	 is	 a	 very	 precise	 and	 almost	 ‘uncapturable’	

moment	 within	 the	 infinitely	 complex	 system	 of	 replication,	 copying	 and	mimicking	 that	

accompanies	a	novice’s	training.	But	at	the	same	time,	there	is	something	in	the	nature	of	

this	system	of	‘guided	rediscovery’,	of	training,	that	produces	this	difference.	Thus	in	Where	

Mirrors	 are	Windows,	 Ramanujan	 notes	 that	 within	 the	 narrative	 tradition	 of	 South	 Asia	

motifs,	 images	and	structures	are	shared	and	replicated	across	genres	of	poetry,	ballad	or	

theatre	 across	 dialects;	 however	when	 textual	 traditions	 begin	 to	 self-reflect,	when	 texts	

self-refer	 to	 other	 or	 prior	 tellings,	 a	 small	 commentary	 or	 post-script	 introduced	 at	 a	

particular	moment	 can	 be	 the	 cause	 for	 ripples	 and	 variations	 that	 then	 individuate	 and	

differentiate	 each	 narration	 (Ramanujan	 1989).	 It	 is	 therefore	 through	 the	 vessel	 of	

collective	 and	 shared	 performance,	 which	 allows	 the	 continuation	 of	 the	 practice,	 that	

particular	 dispositions	 emerge;	 ‘hand-writing’	 and	 ‘broad	 strokes-fine	 strokes’	 become	 a	

small	key-hole	to	access	a	larger	universe	of	what	constitutes	a	good	artist	and	a	mediocre	

one.	Thus	borrowing	from	Marjorie	Murray’s	experience	of	living	with	and	among	people	in	

Madrid,		

…	 [T]he	 individual	 is	 not	 simply	 the	 expression	 of	 individualism.	 The	

individual	 is	 better	 understood	 as	 the	 vehicle	 by	 which	 a	 larger	 social	

aesthetic	achieves	its	dynamism.		(Murray	2009:	85).		

B. VANAJA	

Let	me	 recapitulate	what	 I	 encountered	 the	 first	 time	 I	ever	visited	Vaikuntam’s	 studio	 in	

2012.	 Vaikuntam	was	 sitting	 behind	 his	 table,	 embellishing	 a	 pile	 of	 blue	wooden	 boxes.	

Vanaja	 was	 sitting	 on	 the	 floor,	 by	 the	 side	 door	 to	 the	 studio,	 which	 opened	 into	 the	

backyard.	She,	too,	had	her	share	of	boxes;	but	she	was	the	one	applying	coats	of	blue	paint	
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on	 them.	 These	 were	 then	 be	 given	 to	 Vaikuntam.	 Vanaja	 took	 over	 the	 initial	 and	

concluding	parts	 of	 the	process.	After	Vaikuntam	completed	his	work	on	 the	 front	of	 the	

box,	it	would	be	returned	to	Vanaja	who	designed	the	borders	on	the	sides.	

Vanaja	was	born	 into	a	family	belonging	to	the	naqaashi	community	 in	Warangal,	and	her	

maternal	 grand-father	 was	 the	 last	 generation	 in	 her	 family	 who	 worked	 with	 this	 craft.	

Known	by	 the	name	of	Ayyappa,	Vanaja	claimed	that	he	was	a	 renowned	naqaashi	artist,	

and	 remembered	 him	 spending	 a	 lot	 of	 his	 time	 painting	 scrolls	 and	 dolls.	 None	 of	

Ayyappa’s	 three	 sons	 ever	 learnt	 the	 craft	 from	 their	 father.	 Vanaja’s	 father	worked	 as	 a	

casual	 worker	 at	 a	 mill	 in	 Warangal,	 and	 she	 too	 never	 tried	 her	 hand	 at	 it.	 Her	 only	

engagement	with	the	craft,	as	she	claimed,	was	to	watch	her	grand-father	do	the	work.	She	

recalls,	

I	 remember	my	mother’s	 father	and	mother	 spending	a	 lot	of	 their	 time	

painting	dolls	and	idols.	Especially	during	Dussera,	Deepawali	and	Ganesh	

Chaturthi,	 they	would	be	busy	making	 clay	 idols	of	Ganesh	and	 Lakshmi.	

Other	than	that	they	used	to	make	toys	like	elephants,	birds.	We	all	used	

to	 play	 with	 these,	 but	 none	 of	 us	 knew	 what	 these	 were.	 I	 have	 two	

sisters	and	one	brother,	but	none	of	us	knew	anything	about	this	kind	of	

work,	 or	 what	 my	 grand-parents	 were	 doing.	 We	 were	 used	 to	 seeing	

them	make	all	 these	 things	 at	 home,	without	 ever	wondering	what	 they	

were	or	whom	they	were	for.		

When	discussions	about	my	marriage	were	in	progress	with	my	husband’s	

family,	all	I	knew	that	he	was	a	painter,	and	that	it	was	a	family	of	painters	

who	also	made	idols.	What	mattered	to	me	and	my	parents	then	was	that	

this	was	a	good	family.	I	thought	someone	who	did	different	kind	of	work	

would	be	interesting.	That	is	when	this	alliance	came.	It	was	only	after	my	

marriage	 in	 1985	 that	 I	 started	 doing	 this	 work.	 I	 began	 by	 helping	 my	

husband	in	the	work	–	though	I	never	did	this	before,	because	I	was	used	

to	seeing	my	grand-father	do	it,	it	was	easier	for	me.	But	it	was	only	after	

my	children	grew	that	 I	was	able	 to	 focus	on	 this	properly.	 It	has	 turned	
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out	 good	 for	me.	Now	we	don’t	 even	need	 a	 job.	We	 stay	 at	 home	and	

work	together	(laughing).	

What	 I	 found	 interesting	 on	 looking	 back	 at	what	 Vanaja	 had	 to	 say	 about	 her	 transition	

from	 her	 natal	 home	 to	 her	 husband’s	 was	 the	 way	 she	 recalls	 her	 almost	 nonchalant	

attitude	she	had	towards	something	her	grandparents	 ‘used	to	do’.	But	I	guess	it	was	only	

through	this	callous	attitude	that	the	surrealism	of	her	getting	married	into	a	family	whose	

bread	and	butter	was	earned	from	that	very	practice,	would	be	evident.	The	second	point	of	

interest	was	the	way	in	which	Vanaja	expressed	the	latent	familiarity	that	she	shared	with	

the	practice.		

	

Vanaja	working	on	embellishments	of	figures.	July	2013	

Luke,	Munshi	and	Rozenzweig	claim	that	South	Asia	marriage	networks	determined	by	 jati	

play	 an	 important	 role	 in	 determining	 occupation	 and	 career	 choices,	 as	 “marriage	 ties	

strengthen	 information	 flows	 and	 improve	 enforcement”	 (Luke,	 Munshi	 and	 Rozenzweig	

2004:	442).	Social	endogamy	has	therefore	great	historical	importance	for	the	labour	history	

of	the	sub-continent,	or	what	Birla	calls	the	“management	of	vernacular	Indian	capitalism,	

which	was	 famously	embedded	 in	kinship	and	caste”	 (Birla	2013:	97).	 	 This	also	 reiterates	
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Jack	Goody’s	famous	contention	that	kinship	groups	and	extended	domestic	units,	both	 in	

South	 Asia	 and	 Europe,	 played	 critical	 roles	 in	 commercial	 and	 industrial	 activities	 both	

before	and	after	the	development	of	capitalism	(Goody	1996).		

The	 location	 that	 Vanaja	 occupies	 is	 note-worthy	 and	 stems	 from	 the	 ‘state	 of	

disassociation’	 –	 from	 a	 certain	 kind	 of	 habitus	 or	 cultural	 capital	 –	 that	 she	 was	 placed	

within.	Owing	to	a	dwindling	patronage	that	the	community	of	naqaashi	had	already	begun	

to	 confront	 by	 the	 mid-1950s,	 Vanaja’s	 family	 had	 relinquished	 their	 community-based	

occupation	to	find	other	means	of	livelihood.	It	was	only	through	the	figures	of	her	grand-

parents	 that	 Vanaja	 was	 made	 privy	 to	 this	 practice,	 not	 as	 something	 of	 history,	 but	

something	 that	 they	 did.	 Her	 insistence	 that	 neither	 she	 nor	 her	 siblings	 ever	 wondered	

“what	they	(were	making)	and	whom	they	were	for”		implies	that	while	on	the	one	hand	her	

disenchantment	stemmed	from	the	fact	that	it	was	part	of	her	everyday	life,	on	the	other	it	

was	 general	 apathy	 on	 part	 of	 the	 community	 towards	 the	work	 that	 contributed	 to	 her	

indifference.	However	it	was	only	through	her	marriage,	by	virtue	of	the	endogamous	rule,	

that	 Vanaja	 was	 re-familiarised	 or	 returned	 to	 this	 practice,	 or	 and	 thus	 the	 ‘state	 of	

disassociation’	was	rectified.		

Taking	cues	then	from	Narayan,	in	presenting	how	subjects	talk	about	ways	of	learning,	the	

ethnographer	cultivates	her	own	 (Narayan	2012).	Vanaja,	by	 talking	about	 the	 ‘ease’	with	

which	she	familiarized	herself	with	the	craft	after	marriage	because	she	was	used	to	seeing	

her	grand-parents	work	,	presented	to	me	one	possibility	of	learning	how	learning	happens;	

this	 is	an	 implicit	notion	of	 learning,	where	 it	 is	not	an	acquired	analytical	category.	Apart	

from	 the	 system	 of	 ‘shared	 performance’	 which	 we	 encountered	 earlier	 in	 Vaikuntam’s	

narrative,	Vanaja	suggests	a	way	in	which	skill,	like	a	language,	is	‘picked	up’	or	rather	gets	

‘stuck	with’.	To	reiterate	Ingold’s	concern	then,	how	does	this	formulation	inform	us	about	a	

person’s	placement	in	the	world?	(Ingold	2000).		

First,	Ingold	does	not	consider	the	role	of	inheritance	as	the	‘handing	down’	of	substantive,	

fully-formed	 components	 of	 personhood,	 but	 rather	 as	 establishing	 the	 necessary	

conditions	in	the	lifeworld	for	‘growth’.	It	is	within	these	conditions	of	growth	that	a	person	

evolves	 their	 perceptual	 orientations.	 Second,	 ‘growth’	 is	 not	 understood	 merely	 as	 the	

realization	of	pre-specified	potentials,	but	also	a	retrieving	or	remembering	knowledge	that	
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is	relevant	to	the	situation	at	hand.	Thus	Vanaja’s	(re)engagement	or	(re)familiarization	with	

practice	after	marriage	 is	 then	different	 from	the	way	 in	which	we	discussed	Vaikuntam’s	

remembering	or	imagination	of	a	‘child-like’	state	to	absorb	the	practice.	Ingold	articulates,		

Critically,	this	 implies	that	objects	of	memory	pre-exist,	and	are	imported	

into,	 the	 contexts	 of	 remembering.	 They	 are	 already	 present,	 in	 some	

representational	 form…	 Thus,	 far	 from	 bringing	 memories	 into	 being,	

remembering	serves	to	bring	out,	or	to	disclose,	knowledge	that	has	been	

there	from	the	start	(Ingold	2000:	138).	

As	Vanaja	continues,	it	was	only	after	her	children	had	started	going	to	school	that	she	was	

able	to	dedicate	time	to	this	practice,	

When	my	 kids	 started	 going	 to	 school,	 I	 had	 enough	 time	 to	 learn…	 Of	

course	it	takes	time	for	someone	who	has	absolutely	no	idea	about	this.	I	

used	to	observe	and	follow	what	my	husband	used	to	do.	He	initially	used	

to	draw	the	outlines	of	the	figures,	and	I	began	colouring	them.	Today	it’s	

been	almost	twenty	years	since	I	have	been	doing	this	work.	I	can	produce	

whole	 paintings	 on	 my	 own,	 but	 unlike	 my	 husband,	 my	 strokes	 are	

thicker.	He	is	better	at	the	finer	work.	

In	2000	 tragedy	 struck	 the	 family	when	Vaikuntam	met	with	a	near-fatal	 road	accident	 in	

Cheriyal.	While	returning	home	with	Rakesh	and	Vinay,	Vaikuntam	was	hit	by	a	truck,	which	

fractured	 bones	 in	 his	 rib-cage,	 hip-joints	 and	 lower	 back.	 Because	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 the	

fractures,	 it	 was	 advised	 that	 Vaikuntam	 not	 undergo	 any	 surgery,	 and	 was	 prescribed	

complete	 bed-rest	 for	 the	 bones	 to	 heal.	 It	 was	 then	 up	 to	 Vanaja	 to	 take	 care	 of	 her	

husband	and	run	the	household,	

I	cannot	explain	how	difficult	that	one	year	was	for	me.	Even	Rakesh	was	

injured	 during	 the	 accident.	 My	 husband	 was	 hospitalized	 for	 almost	 a	

month	at	NIMS	(Nizam’s	Institute	of	Medical	Science)	Hyderabad.	He	was	

injured	very	badly.	The	bones	in	his	back,	 legs	and	chest	were	all	broken.	

The	doctors	advised	us	not	to	have	them	operated,	and	suggested	we	go	

to	KEPAL,	which	is	a	famous	bone-setting	centre	in	Hyderabad.	But	he	was	
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in	 no	 position	 to	 move.	 So	 I	 had	 to	 take	 all	 his	 medical	 reports	 to	 the	

doctors	there,	who	then	prescribed	medicines.	After	a	few	weeks,	on	our	

way	back	to	Cheriyal,	I	was	able	to	take	him	to	KEPAL,	where	his	treatment	

began.	 It	was	 very	 painful.	 The	 fractures	were	 fixed	 in	 about	 11	 sittings,	

but	he	was	bed-ridden	for	6	whole	months.	I	had	no	time	to	sit	and	even	

cry.	 Everything	was	on	my	 shoulders;	 I	 had	 to	be	 strong.	But	 I’ll	 be	ever	

grateful	to	my	extended	family	who	really	helped	us,	and	even	the	doctors	

at	KEPAL.	I	probably	wouldn’t	have	done	it	without	them.		

For	 that	 one	whole	 year,	we	did	not	work.	 The	 children	were	 still	 small,	

and	still	going	to	school.	I	had	to	take	care	of	them,	take	extra	care	of	my	

husband,	 and	 make	 sure	 that	 we	 have	 enough	 money	 to	 keep	 the	

household	running.		

Today	 he	 is	 fine,	 but	 his	 back	 is	 slightly	 bent	when	he	walks.	 I	 know	his	

back	does	begin	to	hurt	if	he	works	continuously	for	a	long	time.	After	that	

accident,	I’ve	never	left	his	side.	

Owing	to	Rakesh’s	and	Vinay’s	prolonged	absence	from	Cheriyal,	prior	to	the	family	moving	

to	Hyderabad,	Vanaja’s	skill	had	thus	become	an	indispensable	part	of	Vaikuntam’s	studio.	

She	was	the	one	filling	in	the	red	background,	colouring	the	skin	and	clothes	of	the	figures,	

rendering	the	addageetallu	and	designs	on	the	borders.	Moreover	Vanaja,	along	with	Vinay,	

was	an	expert	at	masking	masks	and	dolls.	 In	fact	along	with	the	Certificates	of	Merit	that	

were	displayed	in	Vaikuntam’s	studio,	one	photograph	was	of	Vanaja	receiving	an	award.	As	

Vanaja	recounts	her	experience	of	moving	to	Hyderabad:	

It	 wasn’t	 easy	 in	 the	 beginning.	 Cheriyal	 has	 been	my	 home	 since	 I	 got	

married	 into	 this	 family.	 I	 have	 stayed	 in	 that	 house	 for	 25	 years.	 But	 it	

started	getting	inconvenient	for	my	children.	They	study	in	Hyderabad,	so	

we	 couldn’t	 expect	 them	 to	 keep	 coming	 to	 Cheriyal.	 But	 this	 is	 much	

better.	We	get	to	live	together	with	our	children,	and	even	get	to	do	more	

work	together.	
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The	reason	I	choose	to	write	Vanaja’s	voice	here	is	not	to	secure	from	it	a	story	pertaining	to	

her	 everyday	 resilience	 and	 negotiations,	 but	 rather	 to	 give	 cognizance	 to	what	 Narayan	

calls	 a	 “communicating	 presence”	 (Narayan	 2012:	 85)	 which	 can	 be	 created	 through	 the	

written	word.	Vanaja	would	appear	 in	the	work-space	only	after	 lunch,	around	2pm,	after	

her	household	chores	had	been	attended	to.	But	even	during	the	times	she	was	present	at	

the	 studio,	 as	 opposed	 to	 Vaikuntam,	 who	 was	 always	 forthcoming	 with	 ‘things	 to	 tell’,	

Vanaja	 would	 only	 contribute	 when	 I	 would	 specifically	 address	 her.90	 It	 was	 once	when	

Vaikuntam	 was	 complaining	 of	 a	 back-pain	 that	 Vanaja	 actively	 included	 herself	 in	 the	

discussion	 to	 familiarize	 me	 with	 the	 above	 incident.	 Here	 I	 would	 like	 to	 revert	 to	

Heidegger’s	proposition	 that	 the	 creative	process	opens	up	a	 space	 for	 something	else	 to	

take	 place;	 in	 a	 certain	 way,	 while	 ethnography	 is	 being	made	 or	 is	 at	 work,	 it	 creates	

openings	 in	 its	 structure,	openings	where	something,	 in	 this	case	a	 ‘will	 to	communicate’,	

can	enter	and	become	a	part	of	 its	 form.	Thus	within	 the	discussions	between	Vaikuntam	

and	me,	 Vanaja	 did	 not	 just	 create	 an	 opening	which	 she	 filled	with	 her	 ‘voice’,	 but	 also	

through	her	creation	of	that	opening	established	her	related-ness	with	the	ethnography.				

C. PADMA	

Padma	 too	 belongs	 to	 the	 naqaashi	 community,	 and	 like	 Vanaja	 also	 began	 learning	 the	

craft	after	her	marriage.	The	eldest	among	all	her	 siblings,	Padma	was	born	and	 raised	 in	

Hyderabad.	While	one	of	her	sisters	is	employed	as	a	nurse	in	Hyderabad,	her	other	sister	is	

a	 housewife	 in	 Khammam,	 another	 district	 in	 Telangana.	 Her	 brother	 manages	 a	 small	

printing	press	in	Hyderabad	that	publishes	local	newspapers	and	magazines.		

	

My	 mother’s	 father	 would	 paint	 earthen	 pots	 during	 Deepawali	 and	

weddings.	Today	 these	pots	are	available	 ready-made	 in	 the	market,	but	

they	are	no	 longer	the	same.	No	one	does	that	kind	of	work	anymore.	 It	

was	 after	 I	 got	married	 in	 1991	 that	 I	 began	doing	 this	work.	 But	 it	was	

only	after	my	kids	were	of	a	school-going	age	that	 I	was	able	to	dedicate	

more	 time.	 If	 it	 hadn’t	 been	 for	my	 father-in-law,	 I	 wouldn’t	 have	 been	

																																																													
90	For	a	discussion	on	the	gendered	nature	of	fieldwork,	and	the	articulation	of	gender	with	other	aspects	of	
the	persona	of	the	ethnographer,	see	Bell	et.al	1993;	Warren	and	Hackney	2000.		
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able	to	paint	today.	Even	my	daughter	does	some	work.	After	coming	back	

from	her	college,	she	generally	studies,	but	in	her	free	time	she	does	help.	

By	 the	 time	 I	 begin	 work	 it	 is	 usually	 11-11:30am.	 My	 day	 begins	 with	

cooking	the	day’s	meals,	washing	clothes	and	the	utensils.	Once	I’m	done	

with	 all	 my	 ablutions	 I	 have	 the	 time	 to	 sit	 and	 work.	 I	 do	 the	 broad	

strokes,	and	my	husband	does	the	finer	work.	I	can	do	the	fine	strokes,	but	

only	difference	is	that	while	his	hand	works	fast,	mine	is	slow.		Then	again	I	

wrap	up	work	around	evening,	when	the	children	come	back	home	and	I	

have	to	supervise	their	studies	and	take	care	of	dinner.		

	

Padma	painting	a	figure	on	a	digital	drawing	tablet	as	part	of	a	workshop	held	in	New	Delhi	in	2010.		

One	wonders	whether	 implicit	within	 the	way	 in	which	Padma	talks	about	how	and	when	

she	begins	her	day,	and	how	and	when	she	begin	craft-work,	is	an	idea	of	the	‘cross-over’,	of	

transcending	 spaces	 and	 times.	 Can	 this	 constitute	 a	 moment	 of	 hybridity,	 in	 the	 way	

Ramanujan	 describes	 an	 in-between	 space	 and	 time,	 assuming	 there	 is	 a	 space	 and	 time	

that	 exist	 before	 and	 after?	 But	 once	 again	 to	 recall	 from	 the	 Introduction	 Thangavelu’s	

analysis	 of	 ‘daily	 rhythms	 and	 routines	 becoming	 registered	 on	 the	 objects	 in	 the	 artists’	
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home’,	 the	continuity	 in	terms	of	materials	 (the	physical	components	of	 the	environment)	

and	 materiality	 (the	 sense	 of	 belonging	 to	 the	 home	 and	 practice)	 then	 challenges	 the	

activity	of	bounding,	where	a	space	and	time	begin	and	end.	In	such	a	case	then	space	and	

time	are	not	characterised	as	fully	determined	entities	which	can	be	subjected	to	hybridity	

and	transcendence,	but	as	situations	that	are	always	embodying	possibilities,	or	what	Hage	

calls	the	ability	of	“radical	alterity”	(Hage	2009).				

In	fact	the	first	day	I	visited	Padma’s	and	Nageshwar’s	house,	they	were	both	working	on	an	

order	for	25	tissue	boxes	to	be	sent	to	Lepakshi.	Padma	introduced	them	to	me,		

Earlier	the	tissue	boxes	were	plain	boxes.	I	thought	of	embellishing	it	with	

the	 mask.	 The	 mask	 is	 stuck	 to	 the	 box	 with	 tamarind	 seed	 paste.	 The	

mouth	 I	make	by	cutting	the	mould	with	a	knife.	Having	the	mask	as	the	

dispenser	was	my	 idea;	 now	 it	 has	 gotten	 popular.	 Each	 box	 sells	 for	 Rs	

800.	

	

1	August	2013	
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2	August	2013	

	

3	August	2013	

I	also	designed	a	pen-stand.	 I	would	see	people	often	place	their	pens	or	

pencils	 behind	 their	 ears,	 and	 some	women	would	 place	 it	 in	 their	 hair	

buns.	That	is	where	I	got	the	idea	of	making	a	pen	stand,	with	the	cup	at	

the	back	of	the	head.	I	want	to	be	able	to	do	more	work	like	this.	But	then	I	

don’t	 get	 the	 time.	 There	 is	 house-work	 and	 then	 the	 regular	 orders	 to	

complete.		
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I	did	these	paintings	on	this	sari.	I	got	the	State	Award	for	this.	I	did	this	in	

2009.	 I	 used	 acrylic	 and	 metallic	 paint	 for	 the	 shine.	 Right	 now	 I	 just	

finished	the	three	saris.	I	even	did	the	stitching.	I	first	drew	a	few	figures	on	

tracing	paper.	Then	I	made	dots	on	the	paper.	I	then	placed	the	paper	over	

the	 sari	 and	 rubbed	 black	 paint	 on	 the	 paper.	 That	 way	 the	 figures	 get	

traced.	The	technique	is	the	same.	First	I	filled	the	skin	colours,	and	then	I	

did	the	black	lines.		
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During	one	of	my	 interactions	with	Padma,	she	produced	a	scrapbook	along	with	a	pile	of	

shade	cards,	doodles	and	photographs,	

	I	 went	 for	 a	 one-month	 workshop	 in	 Delhi	 with	 an	 organization	 called	

Happy	 Hands.	 There	 were	 women	 artists	 like	 me…	 from	 Orissa,	 Andhra	

Pradesh,	 and	Karnataka.	 This	workshop	helped	me	 think	of	new	designs,	

and	 use	 different	materials.	 The	workshop	was	 focusing	 on	 ladies.	 I	 got	

some	 new	 ideas	 like	 pencil	 stands,	 key-chains,	 tissue-boxes.	 They	would	

make	 us	 think	 of	 different	 things	 every	 day.	 	 Everyday	 there	 were	 new	

tasks.	They	taught	us	shading	with	poster	colours.	Sometimes	we	worked	

with	ink-colours.	They	provided	us	with	all	stationery.	They	wanted	me	to	

draw	an	auto	in	‘Cheriyal	style’.	
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We	were	asked	to	draw	our	impressions	of	the	way	in	which	we	saw	Delhi.	

I	drew	a	metro;	the	way	women	in	Delhi	dress;	Red	Fort;	Qutab	Minar.91		

																																																													
91	The	Red	Fort	was	the	centre	of	the	Mughal	power	for	200	years	in	Delhi	till	the	Sepoy	Mutiny	in	1857;	the	
Qutab	Minar	is	the	tallest	brick	minaret	in	the	world,	the	construction	of	which	began	with	the	Delhi	Sultanate	
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(Laughing)	This	is	me	and	Medhavi,	the	director	of	Happy	Hands	...	This	

was	the	day	when	they	trained	us	in	colour	mixing	and	shading.	Even	the	

date	is	here...	see,	9	April	2012	

	

	

	

																																																																																																																																																																																													
at	the	beginning	of	the	thirteenth	century,	and	continued	to	be	built	till	the	middle	of	the	fourteenth	century	
under	the	Tughlaq	dynasty.	
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The	image	at	first	sight	is	rather	direct	and	uncomplicated	at	the	surface.	Padma	is	seated,	

wearing	a	sari,	and	handing	over,	what	seems	to	be,	a	shade-card	to	Medhavi,	who	owing	

to,	 what	 I	 am	 assuming,	 is	 her	 urban	 persona,	 is	 shown	 wearing	 a	 singlet	 and	 pants.	

However	 if	 one	 supplements	 this	 image	with	 Padma’s	 referral	 to	 the	 figure	 in	 the	 sari	 as	

“this	is	me…”¸what	emerges	is	a	complex	reference	to	narratives	of	self	and	time.		

In	 her	 study	 of	 the	way	 in	which	 Frida	 Kahlo	 converted	 her	 own	 persona	 into	 an	 image,	

curator	and	art	historian	Sharyn	Udall	offers	an	insight	to	look	at	the	way	in	which	Padma,	

through	her	drawn	self,	is	“trying	on	identities,	both	personal	and	artistic”	(Udall	2003:	10).	

On	the	one	hand,	the	image	is	encoded	in	Padma’s	biographical	self;	it	is	the	way	in	which	

she	 gives	 an	 account	 of	 herself	 which	 is	 different	 from	 her	 commentary	 on	 Medhavi,	

because,	 like	 the	 built-environment	 of	 Delhi	 where	 Padma	 found	 herself,	 this	 image	 of	

Medhavi	 too	was	 her	 “impression”.	 However	 on	 the	 other,	 she	 is	writing	 her	 ‘self’	 in	 the	

language	which	is	most	familiar	to	her,	her	skill	and	style	of	image-making.	Thus	in	a	sense	

she	uses	her	skill	to	transcend	an	acquired	identity	which	in	fact	is	implicitly	tied	to	this	skill,	

moving	from	being	naqqashi	or	being	Danalakota	to	being	me.		

In	the	act	of	making	an	image	of	herself	Padma	then	takes	ownership	over	her	constitution.	

However	 the	 self	 in	 the	 image	 also	 attributes	 its	 presence	 to	 a	 temporal	 narrative	within	

which	it	emerged,	namely	the	date	which	is	part	of	the	image.	Padma’s	referral	to	the	figure	

in	the	image	as	“this	is	me…”	then	alludes	to	the	way	in	which	time	is	wrested	away	from	its	

function	 to	classify	and	order;	historical	 time	get	 folded	where	 remotely	 separated	points	

across	history	are	brought	together	over	an	intervening	period.	By	referring	to	the	figure	as	

“this	 is	me…”	Padma	is	creating	a	self	 that	exists	apart	 from,	yet	 in	continuation	with,	 the	

self	that	was	narrating	the	image.	The	two	selves	(the	image	of	Padma	and	Padma),	and	the	

two	temporalities	(then	and	now)	are	unified,	almost	similar	to	the	way	in	which	Udall	reads	

Kahlo’s	 self-portrait	 as	 the	 “thread	 connecting	 the	 episodic	with	 the	 eternal”	 (Udall	 2003:	

10).		

Further,	one	also	notices	the	rather	amiable	way	in	which	Padma	recalls	her	experience	of	

the	workshop	organized	by	Happy	Hands,	compared	to	a	near	isolation	which	she	endured	

during	 her	 trip	 to	 Germany,	 as	 we	 have	 discussed	 in	 the	 first	 chapter.	 The	 workshop	 at	

Happy	 Hands	 involved	 women	 from	 different	 states	 of	 India	 who,	 Padma	 refers	 to	 as	
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“women	artists	like	me”.	She	establishes	a	continuity	of	identity	with	these	women,	who	like	

her	belong	to	different	artistic	practices,	and	who	 like	her	have	been	dislocated	from	their	

own	contexts.	In	his	lucid	and	sublime	analysis	of	the	medieval	Sanskrit	tale	Nala-Damayanti	

around	the	theme	of	memory	and	recovery	of	the	self,	Shulman	claims	that	the	dislocation	

or	dis-alignment	which	the	self	is	subjected	to	creates	the	conditions	for	self-doubt	or	loss	of	

the	self.	It	is	then	within	the	act	of	seeing	and	listening	under	this	condition	that	perception	

causes	a	space	to	open	up,	which	is	bridged	by	a	movement	undertaken	by	remembering	–	a	

movement	 from	 forgetting	 to	 awareness.	 This	 movement	 through	 remembrance	 is	 what	

then	gives	way	to	re-alignment	(Shulman	2001).	It	is	the	way	in	which	Padma	perceived	the	

women	present	at	 the	workshop	–	 through	their	 shared	practice	and	shared	dislocation	–	

that	she	re-cognizes	her	‘self’	emerging	from	the	likeness	that	she	forges	with	these	women.	

Padma’s	 sketch	 I	believe	 recalls	 for	her	 that	movement	 towards	 recognition,	which	Butler	

reminds	us,	is	not	about	asking	“’what	we	are’,	as	if	the	task	were	simply	to	fill	in	the	content	

of	our	personhood…	(but)	‘what	can	I	become?’”	(Butler	2005:	24).	

	

Padma	(second	from	right,	sitting)	at	the	Happy	Hands	workshop	in	New	Delhi	

The	way	 in	which	 Padma	 reflects	within	 her	 own	 everyday	 life	 to	 articulate	 her	 sense	 of	

design	 –	 the	 application	 of	 this	 art	 on	 saris,	 and	 her	 interpretation	 of	 banal	 details	 like	

women	tucking	pens	into	their	hair-buns	into	a	pen-stand,	or	the	“ways	in	which	(she)	saw	
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Delhi	–	offered	me	an	example,	during	the	course	of	my	ethnography,	of	the	embodiment	of	

the	artist’s	self	through	the	artist’s	work.	While	discussing	the	way	in	which	the	definition	of	

art	 comes	 to	 get	 appropriated	 by	 what	 anthropologists	 and	 art-historians	 identify	 as	 its	

formal	properties,	Geertz	reminds	us	that,	

“…	 [T]he	 feeling	a	people	has	 for	 life	appears	of	 course,	 in	a	great	many	

other	 places	 than	 in	 their	 art.	 It	 appears	 in	 their	 religion,	 their	morality,	

their	science,	their	commerce,	their	technology…	their	amusements…	even	

in	the	way	they	organize	their	everyday	practical	existence”	(Geertz	1983:	

96).	

Thus	for	Padma,	it	wasn’t	just	the	translation	of	everyday	textures	into	items	of	art,	but	the	

ways	of	seeing	those	everyday	textures,	which	Geertz	refers	to	as	‘capacities’	of	the	artist,	

that	constitute	the	essential	bond	between	the	artist’s	self	and	her	work.	As	Geertz	rightly	

says,		

The	artist	works	with	his	audience’s	capacities	–	capacities	to	see,	or	hear,	

or	 touch,	 sometimes	 even	 to	 taste	 and	 smell,	 with	 understanding.	 And	

though	elements	of	these	capacities	are	indeed	innate…	they	are	brought	

into	 actual	 existence	 by	 the	 experience	 of	 living	 in	 the	midst	 of	 certain	

sorts	 of	 things	 to	 look	 at,	 listen	 to,	 handle,	 think	 about,	 cope	with,	 and	

react	to…	Art	and	the	equipment	to	grasp	it	are	made	in	the	same	shop”	

(Geertz	1983:	118).	

This	‘shop’	which	breeds	art,	and	the	capacity	to	express	it,	is	then	everyday	life	which	is	not	

only	constantly	throwing	up	things	which	the	artist	can	grasp,	but	also	guides	the	expression	

of	art	depending	upon	the	lived	experience	of	those	‘things’.		It	is	within	the	context	of	this	

discussion	 that	 I	 cannot	 help	 but	 refer	 to	 Sherry	 Ortner’s	 most	 recent	 essay	 about	

“anthropology	 of	 the	 good”,	 which,	 amidst	 narratives	 of	 the	 suffering	 subject	 under	

conditions	 of	 ubiquitous	 power	 and	 inequality,	 seeks	 to	 establish	 a	 place	 for	 well-being,	

imagination,	empathy	and	hope	(Ortner	2016).	Padma’s	almost	cheerful	disposition	to	the	

kind	of	work	she	engages	with	appears	and	soon	disappears	through	the	crevices	and	gaps	

that	exist	in	the	relations	of	production	within	a	market-oriented	nation	state.	It	is	in	these	

gaps	 that	 the	 state-subject	 relationship	 comes	 to	 redeem	 itself	 from	 the	 Foucauldian	
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critique	of	disciplining	the	body	and	self	of	the	subject.	It	is	also	then	within	these	crevices	

that,	according	to	me,	ethnography	takes	shape,	where	what	remains	as	 irrecoverable	has	

the	potential	to	be	reflected	upon.		

1. “Broad/Thick	and	fine	strokes”	

Coming	 back	 to	 Vanaja’s	 and	 Padma’s	 involvement	 in	 this	 craft,	 as	 we	 have	 already	

discussed	 above,	 it	 seems	 that	 learning	 this	 practice	was	 then	 a	 kind	 of	 initiation	 for	 the	

women	who	were	married	into	this	household,	a	part	of	their	socialization	into	the	cognatic	

family	(Eyferth	2010).	Thus	we	have	an	instance	of	kinship-oriented	practice,	where	one	can	

trace	the	linage	of	skill	through	marriage	and	descent.	

However,	what	 I	would	 immediately	 like	to	dwell	on	 is	 the	common	thread	that	one	finds	

when	it	comes	to	their	comments	regarding	‘broad/thick’	and	‘fine	strokes’.	While	we	have	

already	discussed	the	way	in	which	Vaikuntam	attributes	artistic	qualities	to	manifestations	

as	 natural	 and	 inevitable	 as	 ‘hand-writing’,	 here	 we	 shall	 explore	 the	 way	 in	 which	 this	

‘naturalness’	 and	 ‘inevitability’	 is	 further	 underlined	 through	 biology	 and	 gender.	 As	

previously	mentioned,	it	is	the	fineness	of	the	fine	black	lines	that	the	artist	renders	at	the	

end,	which	determines	 the	 sophistication	of	 the	artist	and	 the	 image.	 I	 shall	elaborate	on	

the	 significance	 of	 these	 fine	 lines	 in	 the	 next	 chapter.	 However	 from	 what	 Vaikuntam,	

Vanaja	 and	Padma	mentioned,	 there	 seemed	 to	be	 a	 correlation	between	women’s	work	

and	level	of	skill.	It	would	be	only	fair	to	view	this	comment	on	Padma’s	and	Vanaja’s	work	

from	 such	 a	 perspective,	 that	 their	 skill	 has	 evolved	 over	 fewer	 years	 compared	 to	 their	

husbands’.	However	like	within	many	craft	communities	in	South	Asia,	this	practice	too	has	

historically	been	associated	with	men	as	the	primary	artists.		

Vaikuntam	 explained	 this	 discrepancy	 in	 a	 way	 which	 suggests	 some	 kind	 of																																			

socio-anatomical	mechanism	of	selective	acquisition	of	skill.	He	says,	

It’s	not	as	if	women	cannot	do	this	work.	They	definitely	can.	But	because	

they	have	the	added	responsibility	of	nurturing	the	household	–	cooking,	

cleaning,	 washing	 –	 their	 hands	 loose	 the	 delicacy	 which	 is	 required	 to	

manoeuvre	the	brush	along	fine	lines.	But	their	skill	is	required	to	use	the	

brush	 over	 larger	 areas,	 like	 the	 red	 background	 and	 skin	 and	 clothes.	
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These	portions,	which	constitute	 the	basis	 for	 the	paintings,	are	done	by	

women.	

Speaking	about	the	proliferation	craft	production	owing	to	the	boost	in	tourism	in	Mexico,	

Castaneda	 discusses	 the	way	 in	which	women	 began	 to	 participate	 in	what	was	 earlier	 a	

purely	male	occupation,		

In	families	where	the	primary	economic	activity	of	the	domestic	unit	was	

artisanary	 production	 and	 sale,	 however,	 women	 (wives,	 daughters,	

nieces,	 cousins,	 and	 affines)	 who	 were	 not	 otherwise	 employed	 in	 the	

service	sector	could	become	involved.	Tasks	that	women	began	to	assume	

included	 the	 preparatory	 drying	 of	 the	 wood,	 sanding…	 and	 the	 final	

painting	and	polishing.	Carving	(of	wood)	has	remained	an	essentially	male	

activity,	primarily	because	of	its	dangers.	An	artisan	can	display	a	myriad	of	

cuts	and	 stabs	on	hands	and	arms	and	even	 serious	puncture	wounds	 in	

his	 thighs.	The	 risk	of	 such	 injury	 is	 simply	not	an	 interesting	proposition	

for	women,	or	for	many	men;	the	gendering	of	labour,	therefore,	is	not	an	

imposition	of	 gender	norms,	 but	 rather,	 a	 function	of	 personal	 choice	 in	

relation	to	socioeconomic	class	and	lifestyles	(Castaneda	2004:	28-29)	

Such	 kinds	 of	 ‘personal	 choice	 in	 relation	 to	 socio-economic	 class	 and	 lifestyle’	 have	

legitimated,	what	Lave	and	Wenger	have	called,	“peripheral	participation”	of	women	(Lave	

and	Wenger	1991:	14).	Thus	not	only	is	the	craft	embodied	through	a	gendered	discourse,	

but	the	identity	of	the	‘work’	too	gets	constituted	through	gendered	acts,	namely	women’s	

work	as	 ‘thick’	and	 ‘slow’,	and	men’s	work	as	 ‘fine’	and	 ‘fast’.	Borrowing	 from	Butler,	 the	

‘historical	 situation’	 of	 the	 master	 artist	 being	 male,	 with	 familial	 and	 kinship	 patterns	

allowing	women’s	skill	to	nurture	only	through	peripheral	participation,	has	given	way	to	a	

‘naturalization’	 or	 impenetrability	 of	 the	 very	 conditions	 through	which	 the	 expression	 of	

gender	 is	 dramatized	 and	 known,	 namely	 ‘their	 hands	 losing	 the	 delicacy’	 (Butler	 1988).	

Language,	the	process	through	which	these	conditions	for	distinction	are	constructed,	then	

allows	for	the	practice	a	notion	of	 ‘actuality’,	grounded	on	a	notion	of	what	 is	or	of	statis	

(Malik	2016).		
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But	 this	 world	 of	 actuality	 becomes	 the	 object	 of	 its	 own	 constitution	 and	 is	 only	made	

material	 through	 the	 re-enactment	 and	 re-experiencing	 of	 a	 set	 of	 meanings	 that	 are	

already	established	and	ritualized	(Butler	1988).	Thus	this	naturalization	and	actualization	of	

the	gendered	 conditioning	and	 circumscribing	of	 skill	 has	been	 institutionalized	as	part	of	

the	aesthetic	discourse	of	the	practice,	particularly	through	the	legitimization	of	the	way	in	

which	 ‘the	 portions	 done	 by	 women…	 like	 the	 red	 background	 and	 skin	 and	 clothes…	

constitute	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 paintings’.	 	 Thus	 drawing	 once	 again	 from	 the	 way	 in	 which	

Trawick	is	cognizant	of	what	unravels	through	formulations	within	Dravidian	kinship,	

The	 terminological	 system	 might	 be	 the	 origin	 of	 identities…	 it	 is	 an	

important	means	 of	 rendering	 those	 identities	 salient	 and	making	 them	

part	of	a	perceptible,	larger	pattern	(Trawick	1990:	248)	

Regarding	 women’s	 participation	 in	 the	 crafts	 industry	 in	 India,	 Maithreyi	 Krishnaraj’s	

observations	about	the	empirical	of	the	situation	might	be	useful.	According	to	her,	over	the	

decades	 between	 1961	 and	 1981,	 while	 there	 had	 been	 a	 small	 decrease	 in	 male	

participation,	 there	 had	 been	 an	 increase	 in	 percentage	 in	 female	 participation,	 both	 in	

urban	and	rural	household	and	non-household	sectors.		In	terms	of	rural	household	sectors,	

the	 largest	 increase	was	seen	 in	coir,	coir	products	and	earthenware,	cane-bamboo	items,	

embroidery,	laces,	pottery,	dyeing	and	bleaching	of	textiles	(Krishnaraj	1992).		

Despite	 these	 figures,	 Clare	 Wilkinson-Weber	 claims	 that	 there	 is	 a	 stark	 gap	 in	 the	

literature	 around	 the	 craft	 industry,	 “between	what	 women’s	 craftwork	 is	 and	what	 it	 is	

projected	 to	 be”	 (Wilkinson-Weber	 2004:	 296).	 The	 ‘default	 artisan’	 being	 typically	male,	

women	are	usually	 described	 as	 ‘helpers’	 of	male	 artisans	 in	 colonial	 craft	monographs	 –	

engaging	 in	 but	 only	 leisurely	 pursuits	 of	 domestic	 pastimes	 such	 as	 spinning,	 palm-leaf	

weaving,	or	jewellery	making.		

What	women’s	contribution	confronts	usually,	when	seen	in	distinction	to	crafts	produced	

by	men,	is	that	the	former’s	work	is	described	as	production	for	personal	or	ritual	use,	and	

never	 for	 sale.	 As	 Michelle	 Maskeill	 reproduces	 excerpts	 from	 Kamala	 S	 Dongerkery’s	

Romance	 of	 Indian	 Embroidery,	 “It	 is	 through	 the	 comparatively	 unobtrusive	 art	 of	

embroidery	that	the	Indian	housewife	gives	expression	to	her	innate	love	of	colour	and	art…	
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(these	 were)	 embodiments	 of	 maternal	 love,	 pride,	 care	 and	 devotion”	 (Dongerkery	 as	

quoted	in	Maskeill	1999:	375).		

However	 Wilkinson-Weber	 notes	 that	 in	 nineteenth	 century	 Lucknow	 fine	 chikan	

embroidery	was	considered	prerogative	of	male	embroiderers	primarily	because	of	the	skill	

and	technical	prowess	that	was	associated	with	the	karkhaana,	the	factory	space,	as	a	space	

of	 economic	 production.	 Women	 and	 children	 who	 worked	 at	 home	 were	 considered	

engaging	in	mere	subsistence	practices	(Wilkinson-Weber	1999).	This	was	a	function	of	the	

socially	 sanctioned	ways	 in	which	 the	male	 embroiderers’	 space,	 the	 publically	 accessible	

karkhaana	which	rendered	their	craft	 the	status	of	work,	was	different	 from	the	 invisible,	

private	space	of	women,	who	were	considered	incapable	of	matching	the	skill	befitting	the	

professionalism	of	the	karkhaana.	This	convergence	of	a	particular	form	of	production	with	

a	 female	workforce,	 and	gendered	notions	of	 value	and	 skill,	 is	 hardly	 confined	 to	chikan	

embroidery,	as	we	shall	see	through	discussion	around	the	production	of	phulkari	in	colonial	

Punjab.92		

The	location	of	women,	between	the	categories	of	‘helper’	and	the	‘artist’,	is	what	facilitates	

this	practice	to	then	enter	into	households,	as	a	minimal-investment	and	a	structurally	non-

intrusive	 enterprise.	 However,	 elaborating	 on	 the	 challenges	 faced	 by	 appreciation	 of	

women’s	 participation	 in	 the	 development	 of	 the	 handicrafts	 industry	 Wilkinson-Weber	

writes,					

In	 general,	 women’s	 production	 for	 exchange	 is	 the	 most	 problematic	

category	for	handicrafts	writers	since	their	not	working,	merely	helping	or	

enjoying	 a	 leisurely	 pastime	 conforms	 more	 readily	 to	 ideals	 about	

traditional,	 authentic	 practice.	 Wage	 labour	 and	 production	 for	 sale	 is	

presented	 as	 a	 recent	 deviation	 from	 a	 base	 state	 in	 which	 use-value	

production	 prevails,	making	 rediscovery	 and	 revival	 a	 necessity.	 There	 is	

seldom	any	reflection	upon	the	fact	that	revival	 is	geared	to	creating	and	

satisfying	a	market,	and	that	the	women	who	are	being	trained	to	produce	

crafts	for	the	market	no	longer	embody	the	ideal	of	use	value	production.	

																																																													
92	Phulkari	is	a	technique	of	colourful	embroidery,	most	notably	found	in	Punjab,	the	region	divided	between	
India	and	Pakistan	
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Instead,	attention	 is	directed	 to	 the	quality	of	 the	goods,	 integrity	of	 the	

design	(guided	by	enlightened	outsiders),	and	empowerment	of	women	so	

employed.	 Still,	 the	 assumption	 that	 wage	 labour	 occupies	 otherwise	

empty	 hours	 continues:	 for	 instance,	 according	 to	 the	 Deccan	 Herald,	 a	

revival	 of	 kasuti	 embroidery	 in	 the	 village	 of	 Beerwali,	 north	 Karnataka,	

means	 that	 ‘instead	 of	 wasting	 all	 their	 time	 watching	 television,	 [girls]	

keep	themselves	busy	throughout	the	day	with	Kasuti	orders”	(Wilkinson-

Weber	2004:	298)	

Maskiell,	 in	 her	 history	 of	 Phulkari	 (embroidered)	 textiles	 in	 India	 and	 Pakistan,	 further	

claims	 that	 the	 colonial	 representation	 of	 craft	 as	 feminine	 and	 masculine	 retained	 its	

cultural	 authority	 when	 the	 aegis	 of	 ‘heritage’	 and	 ‘tradition’	 took	 over	 in	 the																										

post-independent	subcontinent	(Maskiell	1999).	As	in	the	case	of	chikan	embroidery,	it	was	

the	colonial	fascination	with	purdah	(private	space)	that	led	the	official	discourse	to	believe	

that	 women’s	 work	 opportunities	 were	 controlled	 through	 social	 arrangements	 (Maskiell	

1999).		

As	 already	mentioned,	most	of	 the	 craft	monographs	 compiled	by	 colonial	 administrators	

considered	women’s	craft	work	as	an	embodiment	of	tradition,	to	the	extent	that	it	existed	

within	the	non-commercial	realm	of	the	village.	A	case	in	point,	as	Maskiell	dwells,	is	Flora	

Annie	Steel’s	nineteenth	century	monograph	of	the	Silk	Industry	of	Punjab	(Maskiell	1999).	

On	 the	 one	 hand,	 phulkari	 produced	 commercially	 by	 impoverished	 urban	 women	 was	

considered	inauthentic,	while	those	produced	for	marriage	trousseaus	were	inconsequential	

to	be	considered	industrial.	As	Maskiell	rightly	notes,		

Steel’s	 claim	 to	 judge	 phulkaris	 and	 their	 properly	 traditional	 mode	 of	

production	was	backed	by	the	intellectual	dominance	and	economic	power	

of	 the	 British	 Raj,	 and	 her	 romanticized	 village	 embroiderers	 personified	

the	 Victorian	 ideals	 both	 of	morally	 superior	 rural	 handicraft	 production	

and	 of	women’s	 proper	 unpaid	 domestic	work	within	 a	male-dominated	

lineage	structure	(Maskiell	1999:	374).	

Thus	according	to	Maskiell	a	 ‘post-oriental’	history	of	phulkari	work	would	require	to	 look	

into	ways	 in	which	women	and	men	negotiated	 labour	commitment	within	 their	variously	
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situated	 households	 (Maskiell	 1999).	 Rural	 women	 in	 Punjab	 usually	 obtained	 cloth	 by	

spinning	the	cotton	thread	themselves,	and	paid	a	portion	of	 it	 to	the	village	weaver	who	

produced	 the	 cloth.	 	 Similarly	 it	 has	 been	 reported	 by	 Uzramma,	 the	 founder	 of	Malkha	

Marketing	 Trust,93	 in	 her	 paper	 entitled	 on	 “Mobility	 and	 Flexibility	 in	 vernacular	 cloth	

production:	 some	 insights	 into	weaving	 in	Andhra	Pradesh”	 that	 until	 the	 early	 twentieth	

century	 the	 Reddy	 women	 of	 Adilabad	 district	 in	 Telangana	 not	 only	 ordered	 their	 daily	

needs	 of	 cloth	 from	 local	 weavers,94	 they	 also	 used	 to	 spin	 yarn	 for	 them.	 Uzramma	

reproduces	a	letter	from	a	spinner	written	in	1828	and	re-	printed	in	Young	India	(1931)	that	

unravels	the	extent	to	which	non-monetary	commerce	existed	within	the	colonial	economy,	

and	the	kind	of	economic	opportunities	women	explored	through	household-based	barter	

and	petty	cash	activities.	95	

The	writer	 begins	with	 her	 plight	 as	 a	widow	with	 no	 income	 at	 the	 age	 of	 22,	with	 her																			

old	in-laws	and	3	daughters	to	look	after:			

At	 last	 as	we	were	on	 the	verge	of	 starvation	God	 showed	me	a	way	by	

which	we	could	save	ourselves.	 	 I	began	to	spin	on	takli	and	charkha…..96		

Thus	 I	used	to	spin	about	a	 tola.97	 	The	weavers	used	to	visit	our	houses	

and	buy	 the	 charkha	 yarn	 at	 three	 tolas	 per	 rupee.	 	Whatever	 amount	 I	

wanted	 as	 advance	 from	 the	 weavers,	 I	 could	 get	 for	 the	 asking.	 	 This	

saved	 us	 from	 cares	 about	 food	 and	 cloth.	 In	 a	 few	 years'	 time	 I	 got	

together	 seven	 ganda	 rupees	 (Rs28).	 	With	 this	 I	married	 one	 daughter.		

And	in	the	same	way	all	three	daughters…..		When	my	father-in-law	died	I	

spent	eleven	ganda	rupees	(Rs	44)	on	his	shraddha.98		This	money	was	lent	

																																																													
93	Malkha	is	a	cooperative	and	marketing	channel	that	relies	on	decentralized	spinning	units	across	Andhra	
Pradesh.		
		
94	Reddys	are	the	dominant	land-owing	caste,	predominantly	settled	in	Andhra	Pradesh	and	Telangana.	
	
95	Young	India	was	a	weekly	English	journal	published	by	Gandhi	between	1919	and	1932.	It	was	one	of	the	
integral	ways	Gandhi	propagated	his	ideas	about	Non-Cooperation	and	Swadesi	(self-governance).	
	
96	Charkha	is	a	spinning	wheel,	while	takli	is	a	hand	spindle	
	
97	Tola	was	the	base	unit	of	mass	in	the	British	Indian	system	of	weights	and	measures.	One	tola	is	equivalent	
to	roughly	11.34	grams	
	
98	Shraddha	refers	to	the	ritual	performed	on	the	thirteenth	day	following	the	death	of	a	relative.	
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me	by	the	weavers	which	I	repaid	in	a	year	and	a	half.		And	all	this	through	

the	grace	of	the	charkha…		(Uzramma,	paper	presented	at	Department	of	

Sociology,	Jawaharlal	University,	New	Delhi,	October	2003).		

This	story	not	only	 illustrates	the	significance	of	household	production	of	cloth	 in	people’s	

lives,	but	also	demonstrates	the	way	in	which	the	structures,	namely	history	and	tradition,	

which	were	constructed	to	define	the	hierarchical	experience	of	gender,	gave	way	to	spaces	

where	hegemonic	patriarchal	tropes	did	not	apply.	Women,	using	Chakrabarty’s	analogy	for	

the	working	class	in	Bengal,	“were	as	much	the	mark	of	a	‘limit’	as	they	were	the	sign	of	an	

‘absence’”	(Chakrabarty	2010:	163).	

D. VINAY	

As	mentioned	previously,	Vaikuntam’s	younger	son	Vinay	was	pursuing	a	Bachelor	of	Fine	

Arts	 from	 JNAFAU,	 the	 same	 institute	whose	 students	 visited	Vaikuntam’s	 studio	on	 their	

‘craft	 tour’,	 mentioned	 in	 the	 first	 chapter.	 During	 the	 time	 the	 family	 was	 located	 in	

Cheriyal,	I	would	see	Vinay	probably	once	in	two	weeks,	when	he	would	return	home	during	

the	weekends;	most	of	his	 time	at	home	Vinay	assisted	his	 father,	 along	with	Vanaja	and	

Rakesh.	

	

Vinay	at	work	on	his	father’s	table	
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Vaikuntam	was	particularly	very	hopeful	about	Vinay’s	calibre.	He	would	often	show	some	

of	the	pieces	painted	by	Vinay,	and	always	acknowledged	his	steady	hand.	Vaikuntam	used	

to	tell	me,	

	He	is	very	good	at	drawing	figures…	Through	his	education	at	University,	

he	 is	 getting	 exposed	 to	 new	 ideas	 and	 techniques.	Once	he	 finishes	 his	

training	he	will	be	fully	equipped	to	take	this	work	forward.	

	

Vinay’s	work	

Vinay	would	 often	 enquire	 from	me	 about	my	 own	 studies:	What	 had	 I	 studied	 before	 I	

embarked	 on	 the	 PhD?	 How	 did	 I	 apply?	 How	 did	 I	 get	 the	 Scholarship?	Whether	 I	 was	

receiving	scholarship	from	the	Government	of	India	or	that	of	New	Zealand?	What	did	I	plan	

to	 do	 after	 the	 PhD?	 I	 did	 explain	 to	 him	 how	 the	 application	 procedure	works,	 but	 also	

informed	 him	 that	 it	might	 be	 different	 for	 students	 of	 Fine	 Arts.	 I	 advised	 that	 he	 start	
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preparing	a	portfolio,	which	would	be	absolutely	essential	if	he	wanted	to	apply	somewhere	

abroad,	which	he	expressed	he	did.	

While	 Fred	Meyer’s	 ‘politics	 of	 location’	 acknowledged	 that	 the	 object	 of	 anthropological	

study,	 namely	Culture,	 was	 already	 a	 constructed	 set	 of	 historical	 connections,	meanings	

and	representations	(Meyers	1988),	Stephen	Brown	acknowledges	the	same	for	not	just	the	

location	of	the	research,	but	also	that	of	the	researcher	(Brown	2004).	As	already	outlined	in	

the	 Introduction,	 through	 the	 satire	 of	 the	 ‘Lone	 Ethnographer’,	my	presence	 in	 Cheriyal,	

and	in	Vaikuntam’s	studio,	was	not	merely	determined	by	my	location	as	an	urban-educated	

university	student	pursuing	a	career	that	is	dependent	upon	the	information	which	they,	my	

subjects,	were	expected	to	provide	me,	but	also	by	the	historical	and	material	conditions	of	

my	 research,	 which	 was	 attributable	 to	 funding	 and	 clerical	 support.	 But	 apart	 from	

grounding	 the	 idea	 of	 researcher	 and	 research-positioning	 as	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 way	

ethnography	 has	 been	written,	 I	 do	 acknowledge	 that	 Vinay,	 a	 20-year	 old	 youth	 from	 a	

peripheral	township	like	Cheriyal,	and	pursuing	an	undergraduate	degree	from	Hyderabad,	

considered	 the	 ‘cyber-city’	 of	 India,	 was	 possibly	 engaged	 in	 transcending	 the	 tensions	

between	the	universals	of	modernity	and	the	prose	and	language	of	his	particular	histories	

(Dube	2010).	This	rhetoric	of	transcendence	is	a	mechanism	designed	to	generate	desire	–	

desire	to	arrive	at	a	sense	of	belonging	to	a	present	that	is	situated	in	modernity.	It	 is	this	

desire,	which	 finds	 expression	 in	 a	 growing	 access	 to	 technology	 and	 social	media,	 that	 I	

believe	 creates	 a	 benevolent	 context	 for	 Vinay’s	 enquiry	 about	 the	 social	 and	 economic	

conditions	within	which	‘my	research’	was	located.	

Vinay	 began	 assisting	 his	 father	 when	 he	 was	 twelve	 years.	 He	 recalls	 sketching	 and	

doodling	with	crayons	a	few	years	before	he	turned	apprentice,			

When	 I	 was	 in	 school	 I	 would	 return	 home	 around	 4	 o’clock	 and	 after	

finishing	my	homework,	 I	would	sit	with	my	father;	on	holidays	 I	used	to	

spend	 all	my	 time	 in	 the	 studio.	 Even	 today,	 though	 I’m	 in	Hyderabad,	 I	

make	 sure	 that	 I	 make	 two	 compositions	 every	 day.	 Drawing	 is	 a	must.	

Painting	 is	 something	 we	 do	 to	 fill	 the	 sketches	 with	 colours.	 It	 is	 only	

filling	of	colours.	But	first	we	have	to	know	what	to	draw	and	how	to	draw	

it.		



218	
	

Interestingly,	apart	 from	Vinay,	 there	wasn’t	any	mention,	by	any	of	 the	other	artists	and	

family	members,	of	the	time	devoted	to	the	sketching	of	the	figures.	Vaikuntam	clarified	this	

for	me	later,	saying	that	learning	to	sketch	was	something	they	did	at	their	own	time,	when	

they	 were	 not	 assisting	 the	 master	 at	 work.	 What	 emerges	 then	 is	 that	 novices	 were	

essentially	 apprentices,	 who	 would	 contribute	 to	 the	 economic	 life	 of	 the	 studio	 or	

workshop	by	framing	their	pedagogical	encounter	within	work	that	was	to	fetch	a	value	in	

the	 market;	 any	 portion	 of	 the	 practice	 then	 which	 did	 not	 require	 participation	 by	 the	

apprentice/novice,	 like	 sketching,	 had	 to	 be	 sought	 at	 her	 or	 his	 own	 time.	 Because	 the	

under-drawing	or	sketch	stage	was	crucial	 in	terms	of	determining	the	narrative	story-line	

and	the	actual	placement	of	 figures	within	 the	canvas,	 it	was	usually	done	by	 the	master;	

hence	while	training	the	novice	in	different	brush	strokes	actually	contributed	to	the	work’s	

progress,	 the	 sketching	of	 figures,	 because	 it	was	 the	prerogative	 of	 the	master,	was	 not	

something	included	within	the	curriculum.	Both	Vaikuntam	and	Vinay	trained	themselves	in	

figure-drawing	while	 training	 under	 their	 respective	 fathers/masters.	 I	 was	 informed	 that	

one	 begins	 to	 learn	 to	 sketch	 figures	 by	 copying	 a	 sketch	 or	 under-drawing	made	 by	 the	

master	until	the	novice	is	able	to	sketch	a	perfectly	proportionate	figure	without	the	help	of	

a	template.	Vinay	I	believe	was	able	to	sketch	his	own	figures,	which	was	a	feat	Vaikuntam	

insisted	upon	every	time	he	would	show	me	any	of	his	son’s	work.	I	shall	deal	with	the	use	

of	 template	 in	 the	 next	 chapter,	 to	 analyse	 it	 as	 one	 of	 the	 many	 ways	 through	 which	

knowledge	is	transmitted.	

Two	things	emerge	here.	One	is	an	almost	nuanced	shift	from	what	was	mentioned	in	the	

previous	chapter	about	the	non-linear	mode	of	pedagogical	training	which	a	family	member	

or	 close	 associate	 undergoes	 as	 an	 apprentice.	 Although	 there	 is	 no	 overtly	 encoded	

curriculum	which	masters	 and	 parents	 devise	 to	 train	 novices,	 it	 is	 the	 structure	 through	

which	the	object	is	crafted	that	guides	the	cognitive	frames	within	which	the	master-disciple	

relations	exist.		Second,	the	material	conditions	that	create	the	need	for	individual	pursuit	of	

one’s	own	skill	in	the	practice	of	figure-drawing	transfers	the	claims	of	stylistic	individuality	

from	a	metaphorical	plane	(handwriting)	to	that	of	causality.	As	Vinay	elaborated,	

Once	I	finish	my	graduation,	I	want	to	continue	painting	in	my	traditional	

medium,	but	 in	my	 style;	 introduce	new	 techniques,	 new	mediums.	One	

cannot	use	water	colours	on	the	canvases	which	we	use	in	fine	arts.	Those	
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canvases	are	very	thick,	and	will	not	absorb	water	colours.	They	are	only	

meant	for	oil	and	acrylic	colours.	Even	on	those	canvases	we	have	to	apply	

something	called	texture	white	before	we	start	sketching.	It	is	supposed	to	

make	the	canvas	smooth.	

I	have	only	just	completed	by	first	year	of	the	BFA	which	only	introduces	us	

to	topics.	Once	I	begin	my	second	year,	I	will	get	to	specialize.	I’m	hoping	

to	learn	some	new	techniques	which	I	can	then	apply	to	these	paintings.	

	

Print-making,	which	Vinay	was	being	learning	at	JNAFAU	as	part	of	his	Fine	Arts	programme.	

February	2014	

“…	(M)y	traditional	medium…”	was	a	qualifier	Vinay	would	often	and	repeatedly	use	while	

talking	about	his	involvement	in	the	practice.	His	claim	was	therefore	not	just	towards	a	skill	

which	 he	 had	 acquired	 as	 a	 member	 of	 the	 Danalakota	 household,	 but	 also	 towards	 an	

almost	 political	 right	 to	 participate	 and	 intervene	 in	 the	 lived	 realities	 of	 the	 practice.	

Interestingly	 it	 is	 this	 kind	 of	 political	 assertion	 that	 appropriates	 a	 way	 to	 also	 find	 its	
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location	 within	 the	 ethnographic	 text	 –	 as	 mentioned	 above,	 it	 was	 Vinay’s	 negotiation	

between	 his	 inheritance	 and	 his	 location	 within	 contemporaneity	 that	 positions	 him	

uniquely	within	the	narrative	milieu	of	the	practice.	The	spaces	where	he	engages	with	such	

negotiations	 are	 in	 fact	 both,	 the	 home	 and	 the	 university,	which	 therefore	 are	 not	 only	

distinguished	from,	but	also	simultaneously	entwined	with	one	another.		

The	home	 is	where	Vinay	experiences	 the	craft	as	part	of	everyday	 familial	practices	 that	

dwell	 within	 and	 through	 emotional	 patterns	 and	 structurally	 enjoined	 sentiments.	 The	

home	then	is	where	the	craft	is	available	to	Vinay	not	only	as	a	space	to	express	his	desire	

for	belongingness	to	a	history,	but	also	as	a	space	which	he	is	positioned	to	author	through	

his	formal	training	–	his	location	within	contemporaneity.		

Thus	the	way	in	which	Vinay	combined	‘my	traditional	medium’	with	‘my	style’	suggests	that	

because	 this	 tradition	 was	 his	 that	 he	 could	 pursue	 it	 in	 his	 style,	 suggesting	 that	

inheritance,	through	kinship	or	apprenticeship,	opens	up	a	space	to	articulate	some	kind	of	

creative	agency.	Not	only	did	he	want	to	locate	himself	within	history	of	the	practice,	which	

is	 also	 conterminous	 to	 the	 history	 of	 his	 family,	 but	 through	 his	 agency,	 expand	 the	

vocabulary	of	the	practice.	In	a	certain	sense,	Vinay’s	self-assertion	within	the	practice	can	

be	compared	to	that	of	Padma’s.	While	Padma	locates	her	‘self’	through	expressions,	which	

she	 derives	 from	 everyday	 life,	 Vinay	 legitimizes	 his	 position	 as	 an	 agent	 through	 the	

institution	of	 inheritance.	However	it	 is	this	desire	within	Vinay,	not	just	for	belongingness	

and	 authorship,	 but	 also	 for	 the	 very	 inheritance	 that	 differentiates	 his	 location	 from	

Padma’s,	and	something	that	I	would	like	to	explore.	Vinay	continued:	

It	was	only	after	 I	 joined	Art	School	 that	 I	 realized	 the	uniqueness	of	my	

father’s	work.	As	a	child	I	realized	that	not	all	fathers	paint	to	earn	a	living,	

but	because	I’d	been	seeing	my	father	do	this	work	since	childhood,	I	got	

used	 to	 it.	But	 through	Art	School	 I	 learnt	 that	 there	 is	 so	much	value	 in	

what	we	create.	This	makes	me	want	to	develop	our	work	further	

Over	the	previous	chapters,	we	have	encountered	the	way	in	which	the	degradation	of	the	

Indian	artisan,	which	was	stirred	by	the	exodus	of	European	tastes,	products	and	artists	into	

the	 colony,	was	 addressed	 through	 the	 establishment	 of	 Art	 Schools	 across	 the	 different	

presidencies	in	India	during	the	middle	of	the	nineteenth	century	(Mitter	1994).	These	were	
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meant	 to	 impart	 ‘practical	knowledge’	 to	artisanal	 subjects	 through	training	 in	design	and	

measurements,	which	‘indigenous’	 Indian	aesthetics,	as	an	‘applied’	or	 ‘industrial	art’,	was	

believed	 to	 lack.	 However	 it	 was	 around	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century	when	 a	

reverse	wave	was	influenced	by	“indigenous	elites”,	which	defended	Indian	art	as	‘fine	art’,	

which	then	“became	a	vital	segment	of	nationalist	thought	during	the	very	years	that	British	

art	 education	 secured	 its	 grounds”	 (Guha-Thakurta	 2004:	 143).	 Among	 others	 (industrial	

schools	and	cooperative	movements),	this	cause	took	the	form	of	the	Journal	of	Indian	Art	

and	 Industry	 which	was	 an	 effort	 on	 part	 of	 the	Government	 of	 India	 officials	 to	 salvage	

Indian	fine	arts	 like	paintings	which	were	believed	to	be	emblematic	of	profound	religious	

and	aesthetic	goals	(McGowan	2009).		

Thus	 from	being	 institutions	 to	dispossess	artisanal	 communities	of	 their,	what	British	art	

administrator	E	B	Havell	called	“barbaric…	or	underdeveloped	aesthetic	expression”	(Havell	

1910:	 275),	 colonial	 art	 schools	 became	 centres	 where	 those	 very	 aesthetic	 expressions	

were	 formulated	 as	 signifiers	 of	 ‘authenticity’	 from	which	 a	 unique	 Indian	 identity	 could	

emerge.	 It	 is	within	this	historical	context	that	 I	would	 like	to	expound	on	Vinay’s	 location	

between	‘disenchantment’	and	‘re-enchantment’	with	the	practice.			

While	we	have	already	touched	upon	the	kind	of	ownership	which	Vinay	claims	over	what	

he	 is	heir	 to,	 it	was	 the	 idea	of	getting	“used	 to”	 that	 I	 shall	 first	dwell	upon.	What	Vinay	

could	possibly	be	suggesting	 is	 that	 the	vocabulary	of	 the	practice	was	not	 removed	 from	

the	vocabulary	of	everyday	interactions	with	his	father.	His	involvement	in	his	father’s	work	

after	his	school	hours	was	his	socialization	with	and	into	the	household.	However,	that	his	

father	is	an	‘artist’	who	“paint(s)	to	earn	a	living”	was	the	strand	of	Vinay’s	‘self’	for	which	

he,	“as	a	child”,	was	required	to	give	an	account	of.	The	semantic	 field	of	the	 language	 in	

which	this	account	was	constructed	I	believe	is	encapsulated	in	his	expression	“got	used	to”.				

However	 it	was	only	 after	 enrolling	himself	 in	Art	 School	 that	 conditions	were	 created	 to	

expand	 the	 vocabulary	 not	 just	 of	 the	 craft,	 as	we	have	 discussed	 above,	 but	 also	 of	 the	

language	 through	 which	 Vinay	 narrated	 his	 ‘self’	 –	 that	 mirror	 held	 up	 by	 modernity,	

embodied	 through	 the	Art	 School,	 in	whose	 reflection	Vinay	 sees	 the	 “uniqueness”	of	 his	

father’s	work.		
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Thus	 reverting	 to	Ramanujan,	 it	was	 the	 image	of	uniqueness	of	Vaikuntam’s	work,	which	

then	becomes	a	window	through	which	Vinay	is	able	to	encounter	other	horizons	of	his	self	

(Ramanujan	1989).	On	the	one	hand,	Vinay	is	informed	about	the	location	and	“value”	of	a	

practice	which	as	habitus	has	occupied	his	everyday	 thought	and	action,	 thereby	drawing	

him	to	see	himself	as	separate	 from	the	practice.	On	the	other,	and	as	a	result,	he	 is	also	

informed	 about	 his	 identity	 as	 a	 craftsman’s	 son.	 But	 more	 importantly,	 it	 is	 Vinay’s	

encounter	 with	 such	 a	 formulation	 of	 his	 inheritance	 that	 creates	 conditions	 for	 him	 to																	

re-cognize	the	trajectory	of	the	familial	bond	with	Vaikuntam.	As	we	have	been	reiterating,	

Vaikuntam’s	 role	as	a	skilled	master	 could	only	be	 furnished	by	his	 role	as	a	parent.	 Thus	

entwined	in	the	appropriation	of	the	craft	is	the	appropriation	of	father-son	relationship.		

Vaikuntam,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	was	 always	 fascinated	by	 the	 samples	which	Vinay	would	

bring	home	from	Art	School;	these	would	include	specimens	of	print	making,	portraiture	or	

still-life.	For	Vaikuntam,	Vinay’s	evolving	skill	sets	in	different	schools	of	art	and	media	was	

furthering	 the	potential	 for	 their	own	practice.	Qualifying	Trawick’s	 claim	 that	“the	 father	

longs	 for	 continuity,	 but	 the	 son	 longs	 for	 independence”	 (Trawick	 1990:	 158),	 while	

Vaikuntam’s	primary	expectation	from	Vinay’s	training	was	to	secure	the	value	and	scope	of	

the	craft,	Vinay	as	we	have	discussed,	emphasises	on	his	maturing	ability	and	entitlement	to	

contemporize	the	form	of	the	craft.				

However	 it	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	 it	 is	 not	within	 paradigms	overtly	 derived	 from	 the	

history	of	the	practice,	but	from	canons	institutionalized	through	modernity,	which	facilitate	

Vinay’s	 and	Vaikuntam’s	 shift	 in	 perceptions	 about	 each	other	 from	 father-to-master	 and	

son-to-artist	respectively.	For	Vinay,	 it	was	his	Fine	Arts	training	that	evolved	within	him	a	

consciousness	not	only	of	the	location	of	his	father	within	the	discourse	of	heritage,	but	also	

of	that	substance	which	was	shared	as	a	person	growing	up	in	a	Danalakota	household.	For	

Vaikuntam,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 is	 through	 corroboration	 by	 his	 training	 at	 a	 reputed	

institution	 that	 his	 son’s	 skill,	 something	 he	 acquired	 through	 socialization	 within	 the	

Danalakota	 household	 and	 engaging	 with	 naqqashi	 canons,	 is	 now	 invested	 with	 the	

potential	to	add	value	to	the	future	of	the	craft.						

Thus	what	 this	 kind	 of	 dialogue	 offers	 us	 is	 a	 critical	way	 to	 engage	 in	 the	 stipulation	 of	

‘traditional’	or	enchanted	spaces	and	 ‘modern’	or	disenchanted	spaces.	The	way	 in	which	
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history	 is	 imagined	 to	 move	 towards	 its	 destiny	 in	 the	 ‘modern’	 is	 responsible	 for	 the	

movement	away	from	the	moral	community	that	characterised	the	enchanted	pre-modern	

world,	 to	make	way	 for	 rationalized	 institutions	and	bureaucracies	 (Dube	2010).	However	

from	the	way	in	which	the	rationalized	institution,	namely	the	educational	curriculum,	has	

been	instrumental	in	making	Vinay	‘realize	the	uniqueness	of	what	(his)	father	does’	that	we	

are	reminded	of	Timothy	Jenkins’	proposition,	“that	formal-rational	logics	and	processes	can	

themselves	 be	 (re)enchanted	 from	 within,	 or	 become	 the	 vehicles	 of	 (re)enchantment”	

(Jenkins	2000:	13).	It	is	thus	the	way	in	which	the	past	and	its	traditionalism	is	narrativized	

in	 the	 service	 of	 the	present	 and	 its	modernity,	 through	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 heritage	 (Harvey	

2001),	that	a	return	to	enchantment	is	facilitated,	but	only	through	recalibrating	the	point	of	

initial	departure,	namely	through	re-cognizing	the	moral	community.			

	

We	 have	 encountered	 how	 the	 past	 is	 as	 a	 site	 to	 debate	 the	 present	 and	 future	 of	 the	

nation,	namely	through	the	way	in	which	Art	Schools	and	educational	department	officials	

in	India	during	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries	created	their	own	canons.	

These	canon,	McGowan	claims	comprised	an	attempt	to,		

	

modernize	traditional	industries,	adapt	to	change…	and	triumph	over	bad	

public	 taste…	 to	 establish	 Europeans	 and	 some	 select	 Indians	 as	

institutionally	 validated	 experts,	 arbiters	 of	 taste,	 and	 guardians	 of	 the	

boundaries	 of	 the	 emerging	 category	 of	 ‘traditional’	 crafts’….	 to	 create	

compendia	of	authentically	‘Indian’	designs	(McGowan	2009:	7,	86,	99).		

	

It	 is	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 these	 modern	 intellectual	 canons,	 particularly	 ones	 related	 to	

‘originality’,	 ‘authenticity’	 and	 ‘authorship’,	 that	 one	 can	 then	 differentiate	 Vinay’s	

construction	 of	 ‘my	 style’	 	 from	Vaikuntam’s	 earlier	 articulation	 of	 ‘each	 artist	 having	 his	

own	 technique	and	 style’.	However	 the	 tension	which	exists	between	 these	 temporal	 and	

causal	modes	is	what	enters	and	affects	affinal	bonds	where	Vinay	and	Vaikuntam	come	to	

perceive	one	another	through	a	desire	for	what	the	other	comes	to	represent.	For	Vinay,	his	

‘originality’	and	 ‘authorship’	can	be	honed	only	 through	his	commitment	 to	 the	 ‘naqqashi	

heritage’	he	has	come	to	see	and	value	 in	his	father’s	work;	and	for	Vaikuntam	the	artistic	
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dynamism	which	 is	 an	 intrinsic	 aspect	 of	 collective	practice	of	 the	Danalakota	household,	

can	be	enriched	through	Vinay’s	foray	into	his	own	individual	style	and	mediums.			

	

Persons	 then	 are	 ‘related’	 not	 only	 through	 familial	 ties	 they	 share,	 but	 also	 through	

tensions	 and	 negotiations	 between	 the	 cultural	 constructions	 to	 which	 they	 belong.	 The	

affinity	between	persons	and	affinity	between	constructions	emerge	only	within	a	reflexive	

exercise,	 where	 one	 reflects	 upon	 the	 other	 and	 in	 response	 defines	 itself	 (Ramanujan	

1989).	The	simultaneous	unfolding	of	kinship	practices	and	of	the	practice	of	craft	through	

one	another	is	therefore	a	process	that	is	maintained	through	the	desires	that	are	revealed	

between	 these	 affinities,	 where	mutuality	 of	 being	 creates	 the	 space	 to	 articulate	 ‘being	

naqqashi’	 and	 ‘being	 Danalakota’	 as	 alternate,	 convertible	 and	 inter-related	 ways	 of	

becoming.	Thus	borrowing	from	Ludwig	Wittgenstein’s	analogy	of	the	thread	as	part	of	his	

Philosophical	 Investigations	 on	 family	 resemblances,	 what	maintains	 continuity	 and	 unity	

“does	 not	 reside	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 some	 one	 fibre	 run	 through	 its	whole	 length,	 but	 in	 the	

overlapping	of	many	fibres”	(Wittgenstein	1986:	67).			

IV. CONCLUSION	

	

What	the	focal	point	of	this	chapter	has	been	is	to	then	tell	the	story	of	the	way	in	which	

practice	of	a	craft	and	the	lines	along	which	it	is	generated	become	entwined	as	warps	and	

wefts	that	build	the	textures	of	everyday	kinship	practices.	Kin	and	artisan	are	not	singular	

persons,	but	inter-subjective	beings,	and	it	is	through	such	an	emphasis	that	one	can	strive	

for	a	better	understanding	of	both	kinship	and	craft.	Neither	kinship	nor	craft	 is	practiced	

within	 an	 internally	 organised	 universe	 of	 meanings,	 but	 are	 relationally	 constructed	 by	

each	other.				

	

By	 referring	 to	 Sahlin’s	mutuality	 of	 being,	 this	 chapter	 does	 not	 attempt	 to	 look	 for	 an	

essence	which	is	common	to	two	contexts	–	practice	of	craft	and	kinship	practices.	Rather	it	

is	the	way	in	which	these	two	practices	as	different	contexts	are	related	to	one	another	in	

many	different	ways.	Mutuality	of	being	between	craft	and	kinship	refers	essentially	then	to	

the	 way	 in	 which	 they	 participate	 in	 each	 other’s	 narratives,	 or	 to	 use	 Wittgenstein’s	

formulation	of	 the	 idea	of	commonality	which	 is	 assumed	 in	 the	way	 language	 is	 used	 to	
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signify	family	resemblances,	“we	see	a	complicated	network	of	similarities	overlapping	and	

criss-crossing”	(Wittgenstein	1986:	66).	

	

When	 does	 the	 performance	 of	 kinship	 end?	 When	 does	 assertion	 of	 a	 collective	 craft	

begin?	 These	 then	 becomes	 difficult	 to	 determine.	 	 The	 role	 which	 agents	 play	 in	 the	

moulding	of	the	craft	is	located	through	the	continuities	and	desires	which	kinship	systems	

string	 between	 affines.	 Women	 married	 into	 the	 household	 negotiate	 their	 spaces	 for	

expressing	relationships	and	distinctions	by	putting	themselves	within	contexts	of	 learning	

and	doing.	Children	are	confronted	with	re-cognizing	their	location	within	tensions	that	are	

constructed	between	institutions	of	familial	history	and	those	of	universal	contemporaneity.	

Siblings	 nurture	 proximity	 with	 one	 another	 through	 narratives	 of	 common	 inheritance	

manifest	through	replication	of	designs	and	forms.	The	household	was	sustained	through	its	

potential	 to	 bring	 individuals	 together	 under	 the	 pauti	 tatvam	 of	 a	 workshop.	 People	

become	bound	to	one	another,	by	crafting	affinity.	

	

This	chapter	 then	 reiterates	what	was	mentioned	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 that	 the	practice	of	

craft	 is	 not	 contained	 within	 a	 defined	 object	 of	 study	 waiting	 to	 be	 explored	 by	 the	

anthropologist.	This	 in	 fact	 furthers	one	of	 the	premises	on	which	 social	 science	 is	based,	

namely	a	privileged	place	for	alterity	and	potential.	The	narratives	and	reflections	that	have	

transpired	during	 the	 course	of	 this	 chapter	 then	draw	attention	 to	 the	way	 in	which	 the	

object	of	 inquiry,	namely	a	craft	practice,	serves	as	a	catalyst	and	vehicle	to	explore	other	

possibilities	 of	 the	 way	 in	 which	 humans,	 their	 knowledge	 and	 their	 relationships	 are	

generated	 and	 organized.	 Kinship	 and	 craft	 are	 then	 not	 viewed	 as	 systems	 of	 language	

which	emerge	as	sites	through	which	isolated	actions	are	inscribed	as	related	performance,	

but	rather	language	emerges	through	and	within	the	various	kinds	of	relationships	between	

the	practices	of	craft	and	of	kinship.		It	is	therefore	the	way	in	which	the	object	of	enquiry	is	

expressed	through	what	the	ethnographer	questions	and	the	way	 in	which	she	articulates	

her	 enquires	 that	 the	 bounded	 enterprise	 of	 the	 ‘text’	 can	 be	 experienced	 through	 a	

plurality	 of	 ‘contexts’,	 and	 the	 differences	 between	 ‘practices’	 is	 bridged	 through	 the	

sharing	of	‘performances’.					
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CHAPTER	4		

CRAFT:	DOING,	TELLING,	WRITING	

v 	

	

If	I	were	to	study	any	old,	lost	art…	I	must	make	myself	the	artisan	of	it	–	

must,	by	examining	its	products,	learn	both	to	see	and	to	feel	as	much	as	

may	be	the	conditions	under	which	they	were	produced	and	the	needs	

they	supplied	or	satisfied;	then	rigidly	adhering	to	those	conditions	and	

constrained	by	their	resources	alone,	as	ignorantly	and	anxiously	strive	

with	my	own	hands	to	reproduce,	not	to	imitate,	these	things	as	ever	

strove	primitive	man	to	produce	them	(Frank	Hamilton	Cushing,	in	Isaac	

2010:	15)	

	

I. INTRODUCTION	

	

The	 above	 prescription	 by	 anthropologist,	 Frank	 Hamilton	 Cushing,	 was	 reproduced	 by	

curator	and	anthropologist	Gwyneira	Isaac	in	her	study	of	museum	ethnography	around	the	

turn	of	the	nineteenth	century.	 Isaac	claims	that	as	a	discipline	museum	ethnography	was	

founded	 on	 duplication	 or	 what	 she	 calls	 “experimental	 re-enactments”	 of	 ‘indigenous	

knowledge’	 in	 which	 anthropologists	 were	 physically	 making	 replicas	 and	 models	 of	

indigenous	 objects	 or	 rituals	 “to	 not	 only	 reveal	 the	 technical	 and	 external,	 but	 also	

ideological	world	of	the	subjects”	(Isaac	2010:	28).	While	the	re-enactment	of	‘native	way	of	

life’	re-situates	knowledge	within	scientific	institutions,	it	also	entailed	the	‘performance’	of	

ethnography	and	fieldwork	for	an	academic	audience.	As	a	tool	for	teaching	the	discipline	of	

Anthropology	to	students	within	the	university	space,	Edith	and	Victor	Turner,	in	their	essay	

“Performing	 Ethnography”,	 speak	 about	 the	 way	 in	 which	 dramatic	 renditions	 of	 textual	

descriptions	 of	 ritual	 behaviour	 from	 ‘other	 cultures’	 offered	 “high	 reflexive	 potential”	 in	

order	 to	 raise	 questions	 about	 the	 anthropological	 research	 on	 which	 these	 descriptions	

were	based	(Turner	and	Turner	1982:	42).	
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However	it	was	through	the	seminal	turn	with	Writing	Cultures	that	anthropology	was	made	

increasingly	 self-conscious	 of	 its	 evolving	 theatrical	 mode,	writing.	 ‘Ethnographic	 writing’	

emerges	 as	 ‘performative’	 in	 an	 aesthetic	 sense	 owing	 to	 its	 communicative	 technology;	

ethnographic	 ‘thick’	 description	 is	 an	 art	 of	 literary	 composition,	 whereby	 events	 in	 the	

lifeworld	are	not	simply	described	but	integrated,	reflected	upon,	analysed	and	interpreted	

(Ingold	2010).	On	the	one	hand,	experimental	re-enactments	of	the	nineteenth	century	were	

directed	 towards	 extracting	 ‘cultural	 knowledge’	 which	 ethnographers	 believed	 could	 be	

generated	 from	 the	 process	 of	 making.	 On	 the	 other,	 the	writing	 as	 re-enactment	 turn	

postulated	 that	 another	 kind	of	 knowledge	 can	also	be	 generated	 from	 the	way	 in	which	

knowledge	about	the	process	of	making	is	extracted.	That	knowledge	became	Culture.		

	

As	Jackson	has	pointed	out,	what	differentiates	writing	as	re-enactment	 is	“its	passion	and	

paradox	to	achieve	the	impossible	–	an	ethnographer’s	attempt	to	know	the	world	from	the	

standpoint	 of	 others,	 to	 put	 herself	 in	 their	 place”	 (Jackson	 2012:	 34).	 However	 it	 is	 in	

attempting	this	‘passion	and	paradox’	that	ethnographic	writing	does	not	create	knowledge,	

but	rather	seeks	connections;	Jackson	continues,	

	

[T]he	act	of	writing….	momentarily	(takes	us)	out	of	our	minds.	We	shape-

shift.	We	 transgress	 the	 constancies	of	 space,	 time	and	personhood.	We	

stretch	 the	 limits	 of	 what	 is	 humanly	 possible.	 And	 we	 overcome	 the	

loneliness	of	being	separated	from	the	other	(Jackson	2012:	48).		

	

In	a	certain	sense	then	what	brings	together	nineteenth	century	experimental	re-enactment	

and	 anthropology’s	 self-reflexive	 turn	 is	 the	 dilution	 of	 the	 Cartesian	 object/subject	 and	

mind/body	dichotomy.	Within	both	modes	of	knowledge	production,	the	ethnographer	uses	

herself	as	a	vehicle	of	learning,	embodying	and	communicating	knowledge	(Isaac	2010:	25);	

in	 fact,	 the	 method	 of	 re-enactment	 undertaken	 by	 figures	 like	 Cushing	 marked	 the	

inception	 of	 debates	 around	 new	 ways	 of	 producing	 anthropological	 knowledge	 (Isaac	

2010).99		

	

																																																													
99	Other	prominent	ethnographers	who	employed	the	re-enactment	method	included	Franz	Boas	and	Henry	
Balfour.	See	Isaac	2010.		
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The	following	chapter	reflects	on	this	genealogy	of	the	ethnographic	method,	by	re-enacting	

the	craft	in	writing;	it	attempts	what	Oliver	Douglas	calls	a	“making	point	of	view”	(Douglas	

2011:	 20)	 in	 order	 to	 recreate	 the	 physical	 process	 through	which	materials	 (ingredients,	

canvas,	 colour,	 brush)	 engage	 with	 tacit	 knowledge	 of	 the	 artist	 (sensory	 perceptions,	

intuitive	sense	of	proportions,	dexterity)	to	reveal	the	form	of	the	artwork.100	However,	as	it	

will	be	demonstrated	over	the	course	of	this	chapter,	writing	a	practice	entails	dwelling	on	

its	details,	the	ordinary	things,	for	it	is	only	through	yielding	to	particulars,	without	seeking	

the	closure	of	knowledge,	that	specific	moments	of	connection	are	opened	up.					

	

It	 is	 these	moments	of	connection	that	drive	the	two	sections	of	 the	chapter,	which	deals	

specifically	with	the	production	of	naqqashi	paintings	on	cloth.	The	first	section	looks	at	the	

different	materials	from	which	craft	is	moulded	–	the	canvas	or	surface	on	which	the	images	

are	drafted,	the	colours	or	the	substance	which	constitute	the	stuff	with	which	the	craft	is	

produced,	 and	 the	 tools	 or	 the	 medium	 through	 which	 the	 artists’	 skill	 is	 expressed.	

However	 it	 is	 also	 the	 intention	 of	 this	 section	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 properties	 of	 these	

materials	that	allow	them	to	furnish	their	roles	in	crafting	the	object.	By	‘properties’	I	do	not	

merely	 refer	 to	 their	 physical	 and	 tactile	 materialities,	 but	 also	 materialities	 which	 have	

been	impressed	upon	them	through	historical	and	technological	contexts	within	which	they	

are	generated,	internalized	and	made	into	knowledge.		

	

The	second	section	of	this	chapter	 is	entitled	 ‘Making’,	and	narrates	the	way	 in	which	the	

stories	 depicted	on	 cloth	 are	written	 by	 the	 artists.	 This	 section	 focuses	on	 terminologies	

used	within	the	universe	of	the	practice	to	situate	the	knowledge	that	creates	the	craft,	as	

well	 as	 knowledge	 created	 through	 the	 craft,	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 reception	 of	 images	 as	

narrated	 by	 story-tellers.	 By	 alluding	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 names	 for	 the	 different	

components	 of	 the	 craft	 refer	 to	 its	 scribal	 nature,	 this	 section	 attempts	 to	 recall	 the	

aesthetic	principles	on	which	the	composition	of	history	has	always	been	founded.		

	

																																																													
100	 See	Oliver	 Douglas,	 “Making	 Things:	 Papers	 from	 the	 Annual	 Conference	 of	 the	Museum	 Ethnographers	
Group	Held	at	the	Museum	of	Rural	Life,	University	of	Reading”,	 in	Journal	of	Museum	Ethnography,	No.	24,	
2011.		
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However	in	attempting	to	write	the	craft,	my	intention	is	also	to	acknowledge	the	futility	of	

achieving	some	kind	of	narrative	closure.	The	knowledge	through	which	the	practice	moves	

forward	is	mobilized	not	through	textual	learning,	but	through	the	manipulation	of	matter.	

Each	 narrative	 of	 this	 knowledge	 is	 then	 one	 of	 the	 many	 possible	 narratives,	 primarily	

because	 it	 is	written	by	 the	experiences	and	exchanges	which	 individual	artists	encounter	

with	the	materials	and	the	making	of	the	craft.			

	

II. MATERIALS	

	

While	 discussing	 the	 durability	 of	 painters’	materials	 in	 his	 1932	 article	 in	 the	 Journal	 of	

Royal	 Society	 of	 the	 Arts	 Noel	 Heaton,	 President,	 Oil	 and	 Colour	 Chemists’	 Association,	

United	 Kingdom,	 mentions	 that	 the	 study	 of	 technical	 details	 is	 essential	 to	 ensure	 the	

permanence	of	the	artists’	work.	The	‘permanence’	suggested	by	Heaton	does	not	refer	to	

the	 kind	 which	 the	 previous	 discussion	 around	 Geographical	 Indications	 grappled	 with,	

namely	the	freezing	of	rules	and	techniques.	Rather,	the	‘study	of	technical	details’	becomes	

a	kind	of	an	exercise	in	the	way	in	which	history	can	be	differently	written	or	even	spoken	in	

the	form	of	the	maker’s	reflection.	The	resulting	‘permanence’	then	refers	to	continuity	of	

artistic	 prowess	 which	 comes	 from	 such	 reflection,	 whereby	 practices	 are	 consciously	

apprehended	via	a	reflective	turning-back	to	practices	(Portisch	2010).		

This	only	reiterates	the	fundamental	essence	of	this	particular	ethnography,	as	mentioned	

in	the	Introduction,	that	it	is	the	particular	moment	in	the	process	of	making	which	speaks,	

and	not	the	artist.	This	 ‘moment’	not	only	refers	to	the	multiple	emerging	contexts	within	

the	 field	 within	 which	 ethnographer	 engages	 in	 knowledge	 production,	 but	 as	 Putman	

expresses,	 is	 also	 the	 context	 within	 which	 the	 practitioner	 transforms	 technique	 into	

technology	(Putman	1990:	41).	

Integral	 to	 any	 craft	 are	 the	materials	 used	 to	 generate	 the	 craft,	 and	 their	materialities	

which	are	then	integrated	with	the	body	of	the	artisan.	This	integration	takes	place	through	

technique	and	skill,	which	forms	a	part	of	the	physiological	cognition	of	the	artist.	But	what	

happens	when	 these	materials,	 their	materialities,	 and	 the	 techniques	are	extracted	 from	

the	practice	into	writing	through	the	voice	of	the	artist?		
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A. CLOTH	AND	PREPARATION	OF	THE	CANVAS	

Fundamental	 to	any	craft	 is	 the	surface	on	which	the	 form	 is	executed,	which	 in	 this	case	

was	the	cloth	canvas,	or	the	wood	for	making	dolls.	I	shall	focus	my	discussion	on	the	cloth	

canvas.	As	mentioned	previously,	the	scrolls	which	the	artists	make	for	the	story-tellers	run	

up	to	10	to	15	meters.	The	cloth	was	originally	sourced	by	the	story-tellers	from	the	weaving	

community.		

The	 three	most	 prominent	weaving	 communities	 of	 the	 Andhra/Telangana	 region	 are	 the	

Padmasali,	 the	Devangula	 and	 the	Netagani.	 For	 generations	 they	 have	 been	 providers	 of	

coarse	 cloth	 used	 for	 everyday	 consumption	 –	 dhoties	 (loin	 cloth),	 saris	 and	 head	 cloths,	

towels,	bed-sheets	and	winter	coverings.		

	

This	Uzramma	terms	vernacular	or	 local	cloth	production	of	ordinary	everyday	cloth	with	

“no	particular	identity,	made	by	independent	weavers	who	bought	their	own	raw	materials	

and	sold	directly	to	the	users”	(Uzramma	2003).	This	part	of	the	handloom	industry,	which	

probably	at	one	time,	perhaps	up	to	the	end	of	the	eighteenth	century,	constituted	by	far	

the	larger	part	of	the	industry.		

	

All	over	Andhra	and	Telangana	it	was	the	women	of	non-weaving	families	who	spun	yarn	as	

a	 leisure	activity.	 In	 the	days	before	 the	emergence	of	 the	khadi	movement	 the	weavers	

visited	 the	houses	 and	 took	orders	 for	 cloth	 in	 exchange	 for	 the	 yarn;101	 this	 casual	 and	

easy	 interchange	 was	 one	 of	 the	 crucial	 points	 of	 contact	 in	 the	 cloth-making	 process.	

During	her	visits	to	Adilabad,	Uzramma	recorded	people	remembering	the	kind	of	linkages	

–	social	and	economic	–	that	were	forged	through	the	cloth	industry	in	Telangana	region:	

	

When	 a	 girl	 married	 into	 another	 village,	 she	 would	 keep	 up	 the	

connection	with	her	family’s	weavers,	even	though	there	were	weavers	in	

her	new																			in-laws’	village.	And	so	the	relationships	crisscrossed	

the	state…	The	web	of	professional	relationships	within	handloom	weaving	

consists	of	 interdependencies	among	socially	disparate	groups,	separated	

																																																													
101	Khadi	or	hand-spun	cotton	became	a	symbol	of	the	national	freedom	movement	under	Gandhi,	as	it	stood	
for	economic	self-sufficiency	from	British	goods.	See	Rebecca	Brown	2010.	
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by	caste	and	belief	the	few	remaining	pit-loom	weavers	of	Telengana	go	to	

Karimnagar	 district	 for	 their	 reeds,	 again	 to	 a	 Muslim	 family.	 The	

production	 of	 tie-dyed	 telia	 rumals	 in	 Chirala	 on	 the	 southern	 Andhra	

coast	was	divided	into	three	processes	carried	out	by	three	distinct	groups,	

102	 the	Muslims	did	 the	 tying	of	 the	yarn,	 the	Chakali	 the	dyeing	and	the	

Padmasali,	the	weaving.	103	Though	these	groups	do	not	socialize	with	each	

other	they	are	professionally	closely	linked,	each	specializing	in	a	particular	

technique	(Uzramma	2003).104	

In	 the	 vernacular	 tradition,	 a	 large	 quantities	 of	 ordinary	 everyday	 cloth	 for	 the	 local	

markets	 was	 made	 by	 non-weaving	 castes.	 	 This,	 Uzramma	 claims,	 is	 evident	 from	 the	

papers	of	Henry	Rivett-Carnac,	the	Cotton	Commissioner	appointed	to	source	Indian	cotton	

from	Berar,	a	province	in	Hyderabad.	He	reports	the	composition	of	a	local	market	in	1867,	

where	of	the	900-odd	stalls,	more	than	500	deal	in	cotton	lint,	yarn	and	cloth,	and	of	these	

over	half	were	non-weaving	communities	selling	their	own	cloth,	while	the	weaver	castes	

selling	fine	cloth	had	only	about	4-5	stalls	(Uzramma	2003).	

	

Rebecca	Brown,	while	narrating	the	history	of	the	hand-spun	in	India	writes	that	when	the	

passion	for	khadi	became	part	of	the	national	movement	in	the	1930s,	both	spinners	and	

weavers	were	drawn	 into	khadi	sangams	 (collectives)	 (Brown	2010).	Now	it	was	the	paid	

sangam	 workers	 who	 bought	 the	 cotton,	 had	 it	 ginned	 and	 carded,	 and	 supplied	 the	

spinners.	For	some	time	the	khadi	sangams	were	able	to	keep	up	their	self-appointed	role	

as	mediators	 in	 local	cloth	production.	 	But	when	the	original	enthusiasm	died	down,	the	

sangams	began	to	close	one	after	another.	The	structure	of	 the	giving	out	of	cotton	and	

collection	 of	 yarn	 crumbled,	 and	 the	weavers	were	 left	with	 no	 source	 of	 raw	material.	

Instead	 they	were	drawn	 into	 the	 fold	of	 the	new	handloom	weaving	 co-operative.	 	 The	

																																																													
102	 Telia	 Rumal	 refers	 to	 cloth	 woven	 mainly	 in	 Chirala	 in	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 in	 the	 19th	 and	 20th	 centuries	
primarily	as	a	trade	cloth	for	export	to	Arab	countries	where	the	square	44	inch	by	44	inch	oil	processed	cloth	
was	in	much	demand.	Locally,	it	catered	to	fishermen	and	agricultural	labourers	who	wore	it,	as	it	kept	them	
warm	in	cold	weather	and	cool	in	hot	weather	
	
103	Chakali	refers	to	the	community	washemen	in	Andhra	Pradesh	
	
104	 “Flexibility	 and	 mobility	 in	 vernacular	 cloth	 production:	 some	 insights	 into	 weaving	 in	 Andhra	 Pradesh”	
Paper	presented	by	Uzramma	at	Department	of	Sociology,	Jawaharlal	University,	New	Delhi,	October	2003.	
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move	 to	mobilize	 handloom	weavers	 into	 cooperatives	 had	begun	 in	 the	 country	 before	

independence.		It	began	with	the	best	of	intentions	to	protect	weavers	from	unscrupulous	

traders.	 	 But	 no	 difference	 was	 perceived	 between	 weaving	 as	 part	 of	 an	 industry	

organized	 for	 commercial	 production,	 where	 this	 protection	 was	 needed,	 and	 the	

independent	 weavers,	 who	 were	 outside	 this	 sphere,	 where	 the	 entire	 production	 was	

locally	used	and	weavers	and	users	were	directly	linked	(Brown	2010).105	As	a	result,	and	it	

is	 suffice	 to	 say	here	without	getting	 into	 the	details,	 that	 the	effect	of	 the	 co-operative	

movement	 on	 independent	 weaving	 was	 disastrous.	 It	 is	 owing	 to	 this	 history	 that	 the	

weaving	 community	 in	 Telangana	 lost	 their	 economic	 and	 industrial	 prominence,	 which	

took	a	significant	proportion	of	cloth	production	from	the	weavers’	huts	to	factory	mills.		

	

The	cloth	as	 the	surface	on	which	 this	naqqashi	 art	 form	 is	practiced	 is	 then	 innate	with	

materialities	and	textures,	both	tactile	and	discursive.		The	surface,	as	Ingold	interprets,	is	

not	the	merely	a	plane	on	which	creativity	activity	is	written,	but	a	‘reserve’	which	connects	

the	 human	 imagination	with	 collective	 histories	 (Ingold	 2000).	 Reminding	 us	 about	 how	

anthropology	as	a	discipline	can	strive	to	be	more	cognizant	of	realities	that	are	‘laid	out’	

through	the	extent	of	a	surface,	Ingold	writes,	

	

Surfaces	 are	 where	 radiant	 energy	 is	 reflected	 or	 absorbed,	 where	

vibrations	are	passed	to	the	medium,	where	vaporisation	or	diffusion	into	

the	medium	occur,	and	what	our	bodies	come	up	against	in	touch.	So	far	

as	 perception	 is	 concerned,	 surfaces	 are	 therefore	 ‘where	 most	 of	 the	

action	is’	(Ingold	2000:	22)	

	

Today	 the	cloth	used	 for	 the	paintings	 is	 coarse	cotton,	but	not	produced	and	distributed	

through	 a	 network	 of	 household	 economies,	 but	 individual	 weavers	 who	 supply	 to	 retail	

shops.	 	 This	 coarse	 cloth	 is	 purchased	 by	 the	 story-tellers	 and	 presented	 to	 the	 artist	 to	

begin	work	on	the	scroll.	This	is	the	first	exchange	between	the	story-tellers	and	the	artist	–	

																																																													
105	For	a	detailed	understanding	of	khadi	and	the	economic,	political	and	cultural	role	it	played	during	the	
nationalist	movement	in	India	see	McGowan	2003,	Roy	1999	and	Trivedi	2007.		
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the	 giving	 of	 the	 cloth	 by	 the	 former	 to	 the	 latter.	 However	 before	 work	 begins	 on	 the	

scrolls	this	cloth	needs	to	be	treated	to	become	a	canvas.	

In	order	to	treat	the	cloth	a	paste	is	prepared	using	starch	water,	suddha	mitti	or	white	clay	

(which	is	also	used	to	make	muggu	designs	outside	homes),	tamarind	seed	powder	and	glue	

water.	The	glue	that	these	artists	use	is	called	tirumani,	named	after	the	tree	from	which	it	

is	 sourced.	Vaikuntam	 informed	 that	 artists	 used	 to	 extract	 the	 glue	by	 taking	out	 a	 bark	

from	 the	 tree.	 But	 artists’	 access	 to	 forest	 products	was	 curtailed	 under	 the	 aegis	 of	 the	

Ministry	 of	 Forest,	 which	 deemed	 these	 trees	 as	 protectable.	 Today	 tirumani	 gum	 is	

available	in	the	form	of	crystals,	but	only	in	shops	that	have	a	license	to	sell	them.		

	

Tirumani	glue	crystals	

The	tirumani	crystals	are	first	broken	into	small	pieces	with	a	stone,	and	then	thrown	into	a	

vessel	with	room	temperature	water.	The	hard	crystals	start	becoming	soft,	and	one	needs	

to	continuously	squash	them	until	they	blend	with	the	water.	Then	this	mixture	is	strained	

with	a	piece	of	 cloth	 to	 remove	 impurities.	 The	 liquid	 that	 remains	 is	used	as	 the	glue	 to	

treat	the	canvas	and	even	prepare	colours.	Vaikuntam	explained,	
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If	 you	 take	 about	 200gms	 of	 tamarind	 seed	 powder,	 mix	 12	 times	 that	

amount	of	water	and	boil	it,	till	it	becomes	thicker	than	starch.	That	is	kept	

separate.	Then	around	250ml	of	starch	water	is	mixed	with	100ml	tirumani	

glue.	 Mix	 this	 with	 the	 earlier	 mixture,	 along	 with	 1kg	 of	 suddha.	 The	

resultant	mixture	has	a	butter	milk-like	texture.	I	know	when	it	is	ready	on	

just	seeing	it.	However	if	one	uses	too	much	starch,	or	too	much	glue,	then	

the	 cloth	 will	 start	 to	 crack.	 Therefore	 I	 have	 to	 be	 careful	 with	 the	

measurements.	Then	it	is	very	important	to	sieve	the	mixture	with	cloth	to	

remove	 the	 dirt.	 This	 paste	 is	 coated	 three	 times	 on	 the	 cloth,	 but	 only	

using	 an	 old	 piece	 of	 cloth	 and	not	 a	 brush.	 That	 is	 because	old	 cloth	 is	

soft,	and	it	acts	to	smoothen	the	surface.	We	do	not	use	a	brush	to	apply	

the	coats	because	it	would	leave	stroke	marks	on	the	canvas.	The	old	cloth	

we	use	to	apply	the	coats	gives	us	a	clean	finish.	

Each	of	these	ingredients	has	a	function.	The	white	clay	adds	a	shine	to	the	

canvas;	the	starch	makes	the	canvas	crisp	and	allows	the	surface	to	absorb	

the	 colours;	 the	 tamarind	 seed	 powder	 strengthens	 the	 canvas	 and	

prevents	 it	 from	 tearing;	 the	 tirumani	gum	allows	 colours	 to	be	 retained	

on	the	canvas;106	and	the	coating	with	cloth	makes	the	canvas	smooth.	

But	the	measurement	of	ingredients	is	based	on	my	estimation.	Andaaz	se	

kaam	karna	padta	hain	(One	has	to	work	based	on	‘andaaz’)			

																																																													
106	This	reminds	me	of	Heaton,	who	terms	glue	or	adhesive	as	‘vehicle’	or	‘medium’	which	attaches	pigment	to	
a	surface	(Heaton	1932:	411)	
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Tamarind	seeds	

“Andaaz”	 translates	as	a	 ‘surmise’,	as	an	 ‘informed	 judgement’.	This	was	what	Vaikuntam	

would	surrender	to	most	of	the	times	while	elaborating	any	process	that	required	the	way	

in	 which	 his	 body	 interacted	with	 the	materiality	 of	 ingredients.	 For	 it	 was	 only	 through	

seeing	and	feeling	the	colour	and	texture	of	the	paste	that	Vaikuntam	could	tell	whether	the	

process	 of	mixing	 and	making	 has	 been	 successful	 or	 not.	 This	 ‘seeing’	 and	 ‘feeling’	 was	

based	on	a	remembering,	an	experience	of	what	the	‘correct’	paste	looked	and	felt	 like.	 It	

was	then	through	the	body	of	the	artisan	that	a	history	of	skill	and	practice	was	engendered	

upon	the	materials.	As	Marchand	notes,	embodied	cognition	refers	to	a		

…	 [B]iological	 system	 rooted	 ‘in	 body	 experience	 and	 interwoven	 with	

action	 and	 interaction	 with	 other	 individuals	 (and	 materials)’…	 The	

biological,	 environmental	 and	 social	 are	 thereby	 integrated	 within	 a	

unified	framework	of	analysis”	(Marchand	2010:	5).	

Returning	to	the	‘permanence	of	artistic	materials’,	which	is	also	the	title	of	Heaton’s	article,	

one	 is	 reminded	that	knowledge	of	 the	master-artist	 is	driven	 in	 fact	by	knowledge	about	

external	 factors	 –	 sunlight,	 moisture	 –	 which	 affect	 his	 materials	 and	 react	 with	 them,	

thereby	 determining	 his	 artistic	 processes	 and	 techniques	 (Heaton	 1932).	 This	 kind	 of	

experience,	Heaton	reiterates,	cannot	be	reduced	to	linguistic	metaphors.	He	writes,		

…	 Whilst	 research	 can	 do	 a	 great	 deal	 to	 improve	 the	 permanence	 of	

artists’	 materials	 it	 cannot	 do	 everything….	 For	 research	 can	 never	
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eliminate	 the	 necessity	 for	 craftsmanship…	 I	 am	 not	 suggesting	 for	 a	

moment	that	the	artist	should	try	to	be	a	chemist…	What	we	really	want	is	

a	 closer	 cooperation	 between	 the	 chemist	 and	 the	 artist,	 and	 greater	

facilities	 for	 providing	 the	 student	 of	 painting	 with	 a	 knowledge	 of	 the	

nature	 and	 limitations	 of	 the	 materials	 he	 uses,	 which	 knowledge	 he	

gained	in	earlier	times	by	practical	experience	(Heaton	1932:	429).	

Through	Heaton	we	 come	 to	 understand	 that	 ‘permanence’	 of	 artistic	materials	 refers	 to	

arriving	at	conditions,	which	will	render	the	material	and	its	application	most	effective.	Such	

kind	of	‘permanence’,	as	Heaton	suggests,	is	dependent	upon	the	artist’s	knowledge	of	the	

way	 in	which	materials	 interact	with	one	another	under	different	physical	 conditions;	 this	

knowledge	in	turn	‘a	moment’	within	the	artist’s	continuously	evolving	physical	experience	

of	what	 looks	and	 feels	 right.	 This	 kind	of	materiality	 is	explored	by	Marusa	Svasek	 in	his	

piece	on	the	fate	of	the	construction	of	Stalin’s	monumental	statue	through	the	1940s	and	

50s	in	Prague.	In	order	to	present	the	way	in	which	symbolism	invested	in	art	is	preceded	by	

its	own	materiality,	 Svasek	 juxtaposes	 the	Communist	Party’s	 ideological	 interpretation	of	

sculptor	 Otava	 Svec’s	 rendition	 of	 the	 leader	 Stalin	 in	 granite,	 and	 the	 lived	 tactile	

experience	 of	 the	 artists	 who	 worked	 with	 the	 material	 during	 the	 construction.	 Svasek	

writes,	

The	 workers	 who	 individually	 worked	 on	 single	 blocks	 of	 stone	 were	

concentrated	on	the	technical	problem	of	the	enlargement.	While	cutting,	

they	 did	 not	 need	 to	 think	 about	 the	 symbolic	 meaning	 of	 the	 statue…	

When	 asked	 about	 their	 participation	 in	 the	 construction	 of	 the	

monument,	 former	 workers	 have	 strong	 memories	 of	 their	 sensual	

experience	 with	 the	 material.	 When	 I	 talked	 with	 Demartini	 about	 his	

share	 in	 the	 work,	 he	 spoke	 about	 the	 hardness	 of	 the	 granite,	 the	

difficulties	he	met	in	the	course	of	the	work	and	the	technical	solutions	he	

found	for	the	enlargement	of	the	composition	(Svasek	1996:	57).	

Matter,	as	Svasek	stresses,	can	only	be	perceived	through	the	senses	of	hearing,	sight,	smell	

and	 touch.	 This	 is	 the	 ontological	 perspective	 in	 anthropology	 which	 regards	 objects	 not	
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merely	 as	 visual	 ‘symbols’,	 but	 defines	 them	 as	 ‘things’,	 qualities	 of	 which	 cannot	 be	

reduced	to	linguistic	analysis.		

Guruji	once	shared	an	anecdote	about	his	mentor	Yellappatata	with	me,		

Artists	 will	 never	 be	 able	 to	 give	 you	measurements	 of	 the	 ingredients.	

They	 can	 only	 tell	 you	 by	 approximation.	Most	 of	 the	 time	 they	 rely	 on	

their	senses	to	know	when	an	ingredient	is	prepared.	For	example	to	know	

when	 the	 tamarind	 paste	 is	 ready,	 one	 would	 look	 out	 for	 a	 smell.	

Yellappatata	 had	 gotten	 blind	 towards	 the	 end	 of	 his	 life.	 But	 he	 knew	

when	mixtures	were	ready	–	by	their	smell	and	textures.	

It	is	therefore	the	materiality	that	lends	to	the	material	the	ability	to	change	its	texture	and	

hue;	 and	 this	materiality,	what	we	 understand	 as	 the	most	 “knowable	 aspect	 of	 culture”	

(Svasek	1996:	59),	 is	nothing	but	 the	classification	of	 the	 tacit	knowledge	which	 the	artist	

develops	 and	 negotiates	 through	 practice,	 or	 what	 Natasha	 Eaton,	 while	 discussing	

technologies	 of	 colour	 production,	 calls	 “the	meeting	 of	 matter	 and	 imagination”	 (Eaton	

2013:	15).		As	Svasek	reiterates,	“the	more	you	try	to	delve	into	(the)	true	cultural	nature	(of	

objects),	 the	 more	 their	 most	 obvious	 character:	 tangibility,	 materiality,	 or	 whatever	 you	

want	to	call	it,	seems	to	dissolve	into	thin	air”	(Svasek	1996:	59).	

However	 the	use	of	an	old	piece	of	cloth	 to	apply	 the	paste	was	not	how	the	canvas	was	

polished,	as	Vaikuntam	revealed	to	me,	

Earlier	we	used	to	polish	the	canvas	with	stone.	When	my	father	was	alive	

I	 remember	 a	 stone	 that	 was	 used	 to	 polish	 the	 cloth	 and	 even	 walls	

before	 painting	 on	 them.	 That	 stone	 apparently	 would	 smoothen	 the	

surface	really	well.	That	was	a	stone	only	my	grand-father	used.	Even	my	

father	 didn’t	 use	 the	 stone	 to	polish	 the	 canvas.	He	 also	used	 cloth,	 but	

cherished	the	stone.	But	after	my	father’s	death,	that	stone	went	missing.	I	

was	really	sad	at	its	loss.	That	stone	had	been	there	in	my	family	before	my	

grand-father’s	 time.	 Plus	 today	 using	 that	 stone	 would	 not	 be	 efficient	

because,	even	though	it	was	more	effective	that	cloth,	I	believe	it	used	to	

be	 an	 arduous	 task	 to	 use	 the	 stone.	 The	 cloth	 is	 rather	 easy.	 This	 is	
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because	 the	 quality	 of	 work	 has	 changed.	 That	 stone	 would	 not	 only	

smoothen	 the	 surface	 but	 would	make	 it	 shine.	 People	 used	 to	 be	 very	

particular	about	 these	 things.	Today	 such	 things	are	no	 longer	a	priority,	

which	is	why	the	cloth-polish	suffices	for	us.	

It	 is	 interesting	 to	observe	how	Vaikuntam	narrativizes	 the	way	 in	which	 ‘quality	of	work’	

determines	 the	 inclusion	and	exclusion	of	objects	 into	 the	universe	of	 the	craft.	First,	and	

this	is	following	from	the	way	in	which	he	was	commissioned	to	replicate	a	section	of	an	old	

specimen,	 Vaikuntam	 has	 always	 maintained	 that	 he	 considered	 the	 quality	 of	 older	

specimens	of	this	craft	far	superior.	He	owes	this	shift	 in	aesthetic	paradigm	to	the	way	in	

which	 patronage	moved	 into	 the	 hands	 of	 an	 anonymous	 and	 standardized	market.	 It	 is	

then	this	shift	that	constructs	certain	objects,	like	the	polishing	stone,	as	an	heirloom	not	for	

its	essential	quality,	which	is	what	determines	its	state	of	being	of	a	tool,	but	for	belonging	

to	that	class	of	“material	symbols	with	which	individuals	and	groups	actively	construct	and	

negotiate	their	identities	and	histories”	(Lillios	1999:	128).		

B. COLOUR		

The	next	most	fundamental	component	of	the	craft	which	these	artists	prepare	in	advance,	

along	 with	 the	 treated	 canvas,	 is	 colour.	 Like	 the	 canvas,	 the	 colours,	 too,	 are	 prepared	

keeping	 in	mind	 the	 aesthetic	 sophistication	 and	 longevity	 of	 the	 craft.	 Today	 Vaikuntam	

uses	what	he	considers	 ‘natural	 colours’.	 They	come	 in	powder	 form,	and	are	available	 in	

only	certain	shops	in	the	wholesale	markets	of	Hyderabad.	Vaikuntam	used	to	buy	his	stock	

from	the	city	of	Vijayawada,	250km	from	Hyderabad.		

The	 shop	 I	 go	 to	 is	 also	 a	 general	 store.	 It	 sells	 household	 items	 like	oil,	

wheat,	incense.	I	buy	a	few	kilograms	of	each	colour	every	time	I	go;	one	

kilogram	can	 last	me	even	a	 year,	of	 course	depending	upon	 the	kind	of	

work.	So	I	usually	make	the	trip	once	a	year.	They	come	in	different	prices.	

The	red	powder	costs	me	Rs	500	a	kilogram,	while	blue	is	more	expensive,	

around	Rs	800	per	 kilogram.	You	 see,	only	 those	who	know	about	 these	

colours	 and	 use	 them	 know	where	 to	 go;	 otherwise	 these	 shops	 usually	

will	not	sell	them	to	just	anybody.	These	colours	are	only	used	by	Cheriyal	
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painters,	or	the	artists	from	Nirmal,	or	the	toy-makers	from	Kondapally.107	

No	one	else	uses	these.	

Once	again	Vaikuntam	speaks	of	 the	way	 in	which	this	practice	creates	 for	 itself	a	 field	of	

cultural	production,	whereby	its	historical	identity	and	technical	knowledge	constructs	those	

who	 belong	 and	 those	 who	 don’t.	 Vaikuntam	 was	 almost	 referring	 to	 a	 kind	 of	 invisible	

‘insider’	club	where	one	had	to	know	the	secret	keyword	to	get	into.	But,	as	I	experienced	

once	in	Hyderabad,	it	was	indeed	a	case	where	access	into	physical	spaces	was	dependent	

upon	inclusion	within	and	by	the	practice.	Vaikuntam	had	informed	me	that	in	Hyderabad	he	

used	 to	 source	 his	 colours	 from	 the	 city’s	 biggest	 and	 oldest	 wholesale	 market,	 Begum	

Bazaar,	 named	after	Humda	Begum,	a	Nizam’s	wife,	who	gifted	 land	 to	 the	merchants	of	

Hyderabad	estate	 for	 trade.	After	 taking	rather	approximate	directions	 to	 the	shop	within	

the	 sprawling	 market,	 I	 arrived	 at	 Begum	 Bazaar	 very	 adventurously	 one	 Saturday	

afternoon.	As	expected,	soon	I	realized	that	Vaikuntam’s	directions	would	be	of	no	use	to	

me,	because	like	any	other	wholesale	market	probably	anywhere	in	the	world,	this	too	was	

a	labyrinth,	revealing	bifurcated	lanes	and	sometimes	artificially	improvised	ones	with	rows	

and	rows	of	 temporary	kiosks.	But	one	thing	 I	was	certain	of	–	 I	wouldn’t	 find	what	 I	was	

looking	for	in	a	stationery	shop.	I	had	an	idea	about	the	kind	of	shop	I	was	looking	for,	which	

was	a	kinare	ki	dukaan,	which	literally	translates	into	‘a	shop	by	the	corner’,	but	in	practice	

refers	to	a	‘general	store’	that	could	sell	anything	from	a	safety	pin	to	husk	(to	burn	wood),	

from	 religious	 paraphernalia	 to	women’s	make-up,	 from	 cooking	 oil	 to	 rat	 poison.	 These	

shops	usually	have	large	cloth	stacks	of	grain	or	huge	jars	of	whatever	else	they	are	selling	

displayed	on	the	edges	of	the	counters.		

Kajri	 Jain	and	Ravi	Sundaram	have	 looked	at	 the	ways	 in	which	 the	 ‘urban	spectacle’	of	a																																

post-independent	 India	 is	 fragmented	 through	 the	 spatial	 and	 economic	 configurations	

enabled	 by	 “dense	 networks	 of	 bazaar	 exchange”	 (Sundaram	 2009:	 112).	 The	 wholesale	

Indian	 market	 is	 that	 alter-ego	 of	 the	 formal	 economy	 where	 practices	 of	 systematic	

patriliny,	through	family-owned	enterprises,	local	regimes	of	production	and	circulation,	and	

unregulated	channels	of	reception,	through	nomadisms	within	a	swirl	of	intricate	and	rapidly	

multiplying	 pathways,	 coalesce	 to	 offer	 a	 concentrated	 domain	 for	 the	 realization	 of	

																																																													
107	Kondapally	is	a	town	in	coastal	Andhra,	and	it	known	for	its	toys	that	are	made	with	a	very	specific	kind	of	
soft-wood	and	coloured	with	vegetable	dyes.		
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‘vernacular’	 consumer	 culture	 (Jain	 2007).108	 However	 the	 expanse	 and	mutability	 of	 this	

space	and	its	engendered	movements	create	subjectivities	through	practices	of	reading	and	

deciphering.	 Because	 the	bazaar	 presents	 a	 landscape	 of	 limitless	 and	 infinite	 attractions	

where	objects	move	 rapidly	 through	proliferating	networks	of	 small	 shops,	mobile	 kiosks,	

images	and	sounds,	it,	or	at	least	its	function,	is	realized	only	through	the	exercise	of	chasing	

information.	Knowledge	is	assembled	within	a	constant	process	of	sieving	through	situated	

practices	–	verbal	seductions,	gestures,	illegible	signposting,	and	encounters	willy-nilly	with	

substitutes	and/or	copies	(Sundaram	2009).							

I	 remember	spending	roughly	three	hours	doing	the	rounds	of	each	and	every	 lane	of	the	

Bazaar,	 peeping	 into	 shops	 that	 looked	 like	 the	 one	 described	 by	 Vaikuntam.	 I	 knew	 the	

colours	 came	 in	 the	 form	 of	 powder,	 and	 I	 also	 knew	what	 they	were	 called	 –	pevdi	 for	

yellow,	engleekum	for	red.	But	every	time	I	approached	a	shop-keeper	with	my	query,	they	

either	shook	their	heads	in	rejection,	or	produced	a	tin	of	acrylic	colour,	or	said	to	me,	“No	

one	uses	those	anymore.”	

When	I	narrated	my	little	expedition	to	Vaikuntam	he	chuckled,	“I	told	you...	you	will	not	be	

able	to	find	it.	They	only	sell	it	to	people	who	know.”	I	was	left	myself	to	believe	that	there	

was	an	inherent	vice	in	me	which	despite	my	efforts	could	not	crack	the	code.		

The	different	powders	are	first	made	into	paste	using	mortar	and	pestle.	The	mortar	was	an	

oval-shaped	 dark	 stone	 bowl,	 which	 looked	 and	 was	 rather	 heavy.	 The	 pestle	 was	 a	

cylindrical	piece	of	wood.	Vaikuntam	explained,	

This	stone	is	called	nallasarapurai.	I	don’t	know	how	old	this	is,	but	it	has	

been	 in	my	 family	 for	 generations.	 This	 is	 the	 stone	 from	which	 statues	

used	to	be	sculpted	for	temples.	The	pestle	used	to	be	a	black	stone	called	

ranganuregundu	 (gundu:	 stone,	 nure:	 grinding).	 That	 too	 went	 missing	

after	 my	 father’s	 death.	 Earlier	 colours	 used	 to	 be	 made	 by	 grinding	

coloured	stones,	of	which	many	had	ayurvedic	qualities.		

																																																													
108	At	times	the	network	of	exchange	and	circulation	is	what	also	appropriates	for	objects	its	vernacular	status,	
namely	the	pirated	markets	for	technological	and	media	objects,	 for	example	Nehru	Place	 in	New	Delhi	 (see	
Sundaram,	Pirate	Modernity,	2009).	
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	It	is	Vanaja	who	usually	does	the	grinding.	It	takes	at	least	an	hour	to	grind	

and	make	a	paste	of	it.	If	we	were	grinding	stone,	one	would	have	to	work	

on	it	continuously	for	two	to	three	days.	It	used	to	be	very	difficult	earlier.	

Once	the	paste	is	made,	it	is	then	sieved	the	same	way	the	canvas	paste	is.	

The	 more	 one	 grinds	 the	 colours,	 the	 more	 the	 colour	 will	 shine.	 For	

example,	black	and	white	have	a	unique	lustre.	

Earlier	the	paste	used	to	be	kept	in	earthen	bowls,	because	the	clay	would	

absorb	 the	 excess	 moisture.	 But	 nowadays	 I	 keep	 them	 in	 plastic	

containers;	otherwise	the	paste	would	tend	to	get	too	dry.	I	take	out	only	

a	 small	 amount	of	 the	paste	while	 painting.	 That	 is	when	 I	 add	 tirumani	

glue	water	into	the	container.	This	helps	the	colour	to	stick	to	the	canvas.	

The	glue	must	be	added	at	the	end,	and	one	must	mix	only	that	amount	of	

paste	with	the	glue	that	one	is	going	to	use	in	the	near	future.	If	the	glue	

remains	 in	 the	paste	 for	 long,	 the	 colours	become	almost	dark.	Also,	we	

only	 use	 tirumani	 glue,	 because	 it	 takes	 on	 other	 colours.	 The	 problem	

with	using	glue	made	from	babool	and	neem	is	that	it	adds	a	darkish	hue	

to	the	colours.109	The	resultant	liquid	must	not	be	too	thick	or	else	it	could	

be	easily	rubbed	off	when	dry.	

																																																													
109	The	common	name	for	the	Babool	tree	is	Arabic	gum	tree,	or	what	is	called	prickly	Acacia	in	Australia.	Neem	
or	Indian	Lilac	belongs	to	the	mahogany	family.		
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Vanaja	grinding	powder	colours	

According	to	Vaikuntam	there	are	five	‘base’	colours:	

White:	 In	 order	 to	make	white	 paint,	 Vaikuntam	 uses	 zinc	 powder,	 available	 as	 powder,	

which	is	then	mixed	and	ground	with	water.	Earlier	the	white	colour	was	made	by	grinding	

sea	shells	using	the	nallasarapuari	stone.	But	 I	was	 informed	that	sea	shells	are	not	easily	

available	today	along	the	Andhra	coastline.		

Yellow	(pevdi):	A	stone	by	the	same	name	as	the	colour,	pevdi	used	to	be	ground	to	create	

the	yellow	colour.		

I	have	never	seen	pevdi,	the	original	stone.	Even	my	father	used	to	get	it	in	

powder	form.	Only	my	grand-father	used	to	make	colour	from	the	actual	

rock.	My	father	too	used	to	get	his	colours	from	Hyderabad.		

However	Guruji	and	Vaikuntam	introduced	to	me	to	another	intriguing	way	by	which	yellow	

colour	was	made.	An	old	cow,	nearing	its	death,	was	made	to	live	on	a	diet	of	mango	leaves.	
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As	the	animal	languished	out	of	emaciation,	its	urine	used	to	be	stored	and	when	dried,	was	

used	 to	 make	 the	 yellow	 colour.	 Jordanna	 Bailkin	 has	 deliberated	 on	 the	 ‘politics	 of	

pigments’	used	during	 the	nineteenth	and	 twentieth	 century	 colonial	 India	 (Bailkin	2005).	

Up	until	the	nineteenth	century,	pevdi	or	what	was	called	‘Indian	yellow’	had	captured	the	

imagination,	and	the	economy,	of	British	and	colonial	artists	both	in	India	and	Europe.	This	

was	owing	 to	 the	pigment’s	 innate	ability	 to	 represent	subtleties	 in	skin	 tones,	 something	

which	 Bailkin	 considers	 a	 part	 of	 the	 larger	 history	 through	 which	 racial	 theories	 were	

informed	 by	 artistic	 education	 (Bailkin	 2005).	 However	 it	 was	 towards	 the	 end	 of	 the	

nineteenth	century,	that	an	official	report	revealed	the	‘animal	origins’	of	the	colour.	Bailkin	

debunks	popular	official	myths	that	the	British	banned	the	production	of	this	pigment	taking	

into	 consideration	 the	 Hindu	 religious	 sentiment	 which	 considered	 the	 cow	 sacred.	 He	

claims	 that	 at	 best	 the	 British	 administration	 discouraged	 the	 import	 of	 the	 pigment	 to	

Europe	 and	 created	 the	 perception	 that	 the	 pigment	 was	 outlawed	 –	 but	 primarily	 to	

mitigate	 the	 growing	 discontent	 amongst	 the	 local	movements	who	were	 unified	 against	

“the	 alleged	 cruelty	 to	 cows	 in	 India…	 engendered	 by	 British	 consumer	 demand,	 not	 by	

indigenous	 custom”	 (Bailkin	 2005:	 206).	 Thus	 the	 role	 of	 pigment	 moved	 from	 aesthetic	

canons	to	an	imperial	threat,	where	the	very	capacity	of	the	colour	to	capture	“something	

about	dark	skin	 that	was	previously	believed	 to	be	elusive”,	 revealed	 the	very	“dangers	of	

representations”	(Bailkin	2005:	209).	

Black:	This	colour	 is	made	by	the	artists	 in	 their	homes.	An	earthen	pot	 is	placed	above	a	

fully	lit	kerosene	lamp,	and	the	suit	that	gathers	on	the	insides	of	the	pot	is	collected.	

Blue:	 This	was	 a	 colour	 that	 used	 to	be	 sourced	 from	 indigo	 leaves	which	were	boiled	 in	

water	till	all	the	water	evaporated.	What	remained	were	thick	chunks	of	blue	cakes,	which	

when	dried	would	become	hard,	and	able	 to	be	ground.	Today	 it	 is	available	as	a	powder	

known	as	China-blue.		
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Black	suit	

Red:	Red	is	a	colour	that	used	to	be	made	after	grinding	a	very	hard	stone	called	engleekum	

for	three	to	four	days.	So	potent	is	this	stone	that,	as	Vaikuntam	claims,	10gms	which	costs	

something	around	Rs	150	could	produce	enough	colour	to	last	for	a	few	weeks.	Vaikuntam	

would	illustrate	this	with	one	of	his	famous	superlatives,		

If	you	dip	only	a	strand	of	hair	in	engleekum	and	allow	only	one	drop	of	it	

to	 fall	 into	a	bucket	of	water,	 that	water	will	 turn	blood	red.	That	 is	why	

the	paintings	in	Ajanta	have	survived	for	over	2000	years.	You	see...	all	this	

is	a	matter	of	technique		

Owing	to	the	cost	of	the	stone	and	the	time	taken	to	grind	it,	most	artists	today	use	the	red	

powder	available	in	the	markets.		
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Sachets	of	powder	colour	which	Vaikuntam	puts	on	display	during	exhibitions	and	demonstrations	

	

Plastic	containers	to	store	colour,	once	they	are	mixed	with	glue	
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What	Vaikuntam	was	not	able	to	explain	though	was	the	basis	on	which	he	considered	these	

colours	were	considered	‘natural’,	He	would	say,		

I	know	that	the	powder	is	manufactured	in	factories,	some	of	which	are	in	

Mumbai.	 But	 I	 do	 not	 know	 how	 they	 acquire	 it.	 But	 these	 are	 natural	

colours,	because	they	do	not	have	any	chemicals	 in	 it,	 like	bottled	acrylic	

colours.	

It	was	Guruji,	who	later	offered	some	amount	of	clarity:	

You	see	these	colours	are	factory-made.	It	cannot	be	that	they	are	natural,	

because	 natural	 colour,	which	 is	 acquired	 from	 stone,	 is	 very	 expensive.	

The	 cost	 of	 an	 original	 pevdi	 stone	 in	 the	market	 today	 is	 Rs	 50,000	 for	

about	10	grams.	Plus	it	would	take	days	for	the	artist	to	grind	the	stone.	It	

was	 tiring.	 Today	 these	 powders	 have	made	 their	 lives	 easy.	 Vaikuntam	

might	be	right	in	claiming	that	the	colours	he	uses	do	not	have	the	kind	of	

chemicals	one	finds	in	bottled	colours,	but	they	are	certainly	not	‘natural’		

From	 Heaton’s	 discussion	 on	 pigments,	 it	 is	 known	 that	 pigments	 can	 be	 classified	 into	

organic	(complex	compounds	of	carbon)	and	inorganic	(compounds	of	metal),	both	of	which	

can	 be	 further	 sub-classified	 as	 natural	 and	 synthetic.	 Natural	 organic	 pigments	 are	

extracted	 from	animal	 or	 vegetable	 substances,	while	 synthetic	 organic	 pigments	 refer	 to	

dyestuffs	precipitated	on	a	mineral	base.	Correspondingly,	natural	 inorganic	pigments	are	

prepared	 from	 minerals	 and	 ores,	 while	 synthetic	 inorganic	 pigments	 are	 chemically	

prepared	 from	 metallic	 compounds	 (Heaton	 1932:	 417).	 The	 ‘natural	 colours’	 which	

Vaikuntam	 claims	 to	 have	 been	 used	 by	 his	 father	 and	 by	 him	 could	 possibly	 be	 natural	

inorganic	 pigments,	while	 the	 pigments	 used	 earlier	 by	 his	 grand-father	might	 be	 natural	

organic.				

However,	 my	 concern	 here	 is	 with	 the	 Vaikuntam’s	 insistence	 on	 calling	 the	 colours	

‘natural’.	 Natasha	 Eaton	 explores	 the	 socio-political	 economy	 of	 pigments	 through	 an	

examination	 of	 painting	 techniques	 and	 technologies	 prevalent	 in	 colonial	 India	 (Eaton	

2012).	It	was	owing	to	the	rarity	and	expense	of	certain	pigments	such	as	lapiz	lazulli,	indigo,	

cochineal	 and	 Italian	 verdigris	 (green)	 during	 the	 late	 eighteenth	 and	 early	 nineteenth	
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century	 that	artists	and	 institutions	 in	colonial	 India	sought	alternatives	and	substitutes	 in	

other	British	colonies.	Indigo	brought	from	British	West	Indian	plantations	to	British	Bengal	

in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 was	 one	 such	 experiment.	 The	 East	 India	 Company	 in	 fact	

appointed	slave	drivers	 from	West	 Indies	 to	 train	officials	 in	 India	 in	production	of	 indigo,	

and	in	land	management.	The	proliferation	of	indigo	production	was	possible	owing	to	the	

large	tracks	of	land	available	to	the	Company	through	the	Permanent	Settlement	of	Bengal	

Act	 (1793).110	 Soon	 indigo	 production	 was	 given	 precedence	 over	 all	 other	 crop	 (Eaton	

2012).	

	

This	obsession	 for	 indigo	 stemmed	 from	 its	 global	demand,	and	 the	Company	hoped	 that	

the	profit	it	made	from	indigo	trade	would	pay	off	their	debts,	and	allow	traders	to	export	

revenue	to	Europe.	As	Eaton	explains,	

	

Indigo	made	subaltern	bodies	almost	but	not	quite	vanish…	Labouring	 in	

indigo	 vats	 at	 night,	 or	 hidden	 in	 Western	 factories,	 barracks,	 gaols,	

shipped	with	bodies	to	imperial	wars,	its	intense	saturation	could	and	did	

disguise	sweat,	dirt,	blood	and	tears….	Although	by	the	late	18th	century,	

European	 artists	 had	 largely	 abandoned	 indigo	 in	 oil	 paint,	 it	 was	

increasingly	popular	in	watercolours	due	to	its	marvellous	versatility	when	

mixed	 with	 water…	 Fashionable	 and	 highly	 prized,	 indigo	 worked	

wonderfully	 well	 in	 landscape	 painting…	 the	 harsh	 labour	 of	 tropical	

plantations	(sap,	sweat,	blood	from	the	whip	captured	in	the	little	pigment	

cake)	 literally	 become	 the	 shades,	 the	 dark	 spaces	 of	 ‘polite’	

representation	(Eaton	2012:	68).	

Eaton	thereby	demonstrates	that	the	production	of	colour	and	pigments	was	integral	to	the	

production	of	subjects	–	those	whose	labour	fuelled	the	colonial	industry	and	those	whose	

practices	were	sanctioned	by	colonial	norms	regarding	art.	This	research	draws	attention	to	

the	way	 in	which	the	production	and	use	of	colour	 in	artistic	practices	continue	to	 inform	

subjectivities.	Vaikuntam’s	 insistence	on	the	 ‘natural-ness’	of	his	pigments	 is	a	part	of	 this	

																																																													
110	The	Permanent	Settlement	of	Bengal	Act	of	1793	was	an	agreement	between	the	East	India	Company	and	
Bengali	landlords	to	fix	revenues	to	be	raised	from	land,	with	far-reaching	consequences	for	both	agricultural	
methods	and	productivity	in	the	entire	Empire	and	the	political	realities	of	the	Indian	countryside.	
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construction	–	that	this	practice	belongs	to	a	legacy	of	‘Indian	traditional	handicrafts’,	one	of	

the	foundation	stones	of	the	Indian	nationalist	movement.	Succumbing	to	the	convenience	

of	 factory-produced	 oil	 paintings	 would	 only	 serve	 to	 reject	 the	 status	 of	 cultural	

protagonist	which	 the	state	has	bestowed	on	 the	 ‘craftsman’.	 	Drawing	on	 their	 repeated	

encounters	with	urban-based	and	western	consumers,	whose	preference	for	 ‘authenticity’	

is	 what	 drives	 the	 handicraft	 industries	 of	 the	 world,	 one	 can	 imagine	 why	 these	 artists	

would	 consider	 their	 own	 circumspection	 of	 the	 ‘naturalness’	 of	 the	 colours	 highly	

inappropriate.	

Susan	Falls	and	Jessica	Smith	look	at	the	way	in	which	ikat	weavers	in	Cambodia	are	subject	

to	strict	market	regulations	vis-à-vis	the	‘authentic’	brand	of	their	products,	an	integral	part	

of	which	 is	 the	use	of	natural	dyes	 (Falls	and	Smith	2011).	While	 the	weaving	community	

possesses	 the	 technical	knowhow	to	make	natural	dyes,	 it	 is	 the	 labour-intensive	process,	

coupled	with	infrastructural	factors	like	deforestation	that	makes	the	use	of	synthetic	dyes	

an	easier	and	more	sustainable	option.	Falls	and	Smith	enquire,		

So	why	does	natural	dye	colour	remain	a	critical	variable	for	‘authenticity’	

while	 surface	 design	 seems	 less	 important?	 What	 is	 it	 about	 the	

experience	 of	 colour	 that	 touches	 us	 so	 deeply?	 (Falls	 and	 Smith	 2011:	

265)	

Falls	and	Smith	begin	by	looking	into	the	history	of	emotivism	which	came	to	be	associated	

with	 hand-made	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 Arts	 and	 Crafts	 Movement	 (Falls	 and	 Smith).	 The	

romanticism,	which	was	imagined	by	its	pioneers	like	John	Ruskin,	was	reflected	in	the	way	

in	which	handmade	was	believed	to	capture	the	efforts	of	“simpler	cultures,	those	closer	to	

nature”	(Falls	and	Smith	2011:	259).	As	a	result,	nineteenth	and	twentieth	century	European	

history	 and	 theory	 of	 aesthetics	 set	 forth	 the	 tenet	 that	 for	 handmade	 to	 be	 considered	

authentic	“it	must	have	appropriate	cultural	markers:	made	by	the	people,	from	the	land	of	

the	people	and	for	the	people”	(Falls	and	Smith	2011:	263).		

It	is	this	imperial	construction	of	subjectivity	of	true	craft	and	true	craftsperson	–	those	close	

to	 nature	 –	 that	 Falls	 and	 Smith	 claims	 that	 influences	 the	 meaning	 of	 craft	 within	 the	

market	(Falls	and	Smith	2011).	And	reiterating	Chiarappa’s	claim,	artisans	located	with	the	
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neo-liberal	market	are	possessed	with	absolute	clarity	about	 the	 ideas	of	higher	aesthetic	

and	ethical	value	of	the	natural	which	the	market-choices	dictate	(Chiarappa	1997).		

1. Mixing	colours	

The	 five	 colours	which	 are	 procured	 from	 the	market	 are	 considered	 ‘basic’	 because	 it	 is	

from	 these	 five	 colours	 that	 rest	 are	made,	 by	mixing	 them	 in	 different	 proportions.	 The	

colour	green,	Vaikuntam	informed	me	was	made	by	mixing	 lemon	yellow	and	 indigo	blue;	

grey,	 by	mixing	 white	 and	 black;	 and	 the	 colour	 pink,	 which	 was	 applied	 as	 skin	 for	 the	

figures,	by	mixing	yellow,	white	and	red.	He	added,	

You	see,	colour	and	colouring	is	the	most	crucial	part	of	this	craft.	 It	 is	 in	

the	colouring	that	one	can	tell	 the	genius	of	 the	artist.	Over	 the	years	of	

my	practice	I	have	been	interested	in	learning	how	colours	are	made,	and	I	

observe	 other	 peoples’	 work	 to	 understand	 how	 I	 could	 combine	 the	

existing	colours	to	create	something	completely	new.		

All	I	need	to	do	is	see	a	colour,	and	I	can	tell	what	all	needs	to	be	mixed	to	

make	 it.	 	 I	 can	 tell	which	 colours	will	 yield	a	particular	 colour	on	mixing.	

Then	 I	 bring	 those	 colours	 together,	 and	mix	 it	 accordingly	 to	 give	 that	

result.	
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(From	left	to	right)	

1. I	made	this	colour	by	mixing	blue,	green	and	white.	 I	have	used	this	as	a	

background	colour	in	some	paintings.	

2. This	colour	is	made	by	mixing	indigo	blue	and	black.	My	father	used	to	give	

this	colour	to	faces	of	Krishna	and	Vishnu.	I	sometimes	do	the	same	

3. 	I	 have	made	 this	 colour	 to	 depict	 thatched	 huts.	 I	 mix	 blue,	 white	 and	

yellow.	It	has	a	light	earth	colour.		

4. This	 is	 grey.	 I	 add	 more	 green	 in	 (2).	 Once	 the	 proportion	 of	 any	 one	

increases	or	decreases,	the	colour	will	change.	

Earlier	people	used	to	try	and	bring	out	the	colours	of	the	saptavarna,	the	

rainbow.	Artists	only	had	their	skill	to	depend	upon.	But	today	one	finds	so	

many	varieties	of	colours	in	the	market	

Certainly	 the	 artist’s	 workshop	 is	 a	 site	 where	 alchemic	 knowledge	 is	 generated	 and	

transmitted.	 As	 we	 have	 seen	 previously,	 Vaikuntam	 has	 expanded	 the	 scope	 of	 this																										

art-form	through,	what	he	called	“experiments”	which	he	engaged	with.	The	studio	then	has	

been	 a	 kind	 of	 artist’s	 laboratory	 where	 new	 permutations	 and	 combinations	 between	

different	materials	and	their	materialities	are	constantly	been	given	forms	of	expression.		

Raymond	Tallis,	while	developing	a	philosophical	inquiry	into	the	kinetics	of	the	human	body	

claims	that,		

…	[P]hysical	objects,	with	the	exception	of	conscious,	living	bodies,	do	not	

really	touch,	nor	are	they	really	touched	by,	other	physical	objects...	(T)he	

physiology	of	touch...	 is	ultimately	about	the	transfer	of	energy	from	one	

body	 to	 another...	 The	 physiology	 of	 touch	 boils	 down	 to	 the	 physics	 of	

touch	and	so	boils	out	touch	because	physical	objects	do	not	touch	(Tallis	

2003:	31).	

While	the	practitioner	considers	his	‘skill’	as	the	influence	or	the	“transfer	of	energy”	which	

her	body	can	exercise	over	objects,	there	is	also	a	tacit	acknowledgement	that	this	exchange	

is	possible	because	the	objects	themselves	possess	the	potential	of	‘becoming’.	Vaikuntam’s	

description	about	 the	 textures	and	properties	of	 the	different	materials	and	tools	he	uses	
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alludes	 to	 this	 condition.	 Tallis’	 definition	 of	 physical	 objects	 then	 almost	 occludes	 the	

creation	of	art,	which	is	the	interaction	or	the	way	in	which	surfaces	and	textures	respond	to	

one	another.	Skill	is	then	a	way	to	control,	restraint	and	direct	the	infinity	of	possibilities	and	

consequences	 which	 may	 result	 may	 from	 the	 union	 of	 materials	 with	 their	 respective	

potentials.	In	fact	most	of	the	techniques	involved	in	this	craft,	and	I	suspect	in	any	craft	for	

that	 matter,	 are	 devised	 based	 on	 the	 artist’s	 knowledge	 about	 the	 properties	 of	 the	

materials	and	tools	she	uses.	Also,	the	structure	through	which	a	naqqashi	scroll	is	crafted	is	

determined	by	the	material	properties	of	these	very	colours	that	are	used,	something	that	

we	shall	encounter	as	we	move	through	the	process	of	crafting	a	scroll.		

	

2. Colours	within	the	narrative	

It	was	the	palette	of	colours	that	aided	as	important	indicators	to	the	narrative	function	of	

the	scrolls	and	paintings,	 for	 it	was	 through	 the	colours	 that	characters	and	 their	 salience	

could	 be	 deciphered	 within	 the	 painted	 art-work.	 Usually	 characters	 of	 any	 significance	

within	 the	narrative	 are	 given	 a	 skin	 tone	which	 resembled	 a	mango	 fruit.	 The	 colour,	 as	

Vaikuntam	introduced	it	to	me,	is	called	pandurangu,	and	is	prepared	by	mixing	pevdi,	red	

and	an	additional	orange	pigment	called	chandram.	This	 is	a	 skin	 tone	which	 signifies	 the	

importance	of	the	characters;	these	include	Brahma,	Adi	Shakti,	Lakshmi	and	Parvati,	Kanta	

Maheshvara	 (the	 progenitor	 of	 the	 toddy-tapping	 community,	 born	 from	 the	 sweat	 of	

Shiva’s	 neck,	 which	 fell	 on	 a	 rock),	 Bhavana	 Rishi,	 Sita	 and	 Ravana	 from	 the	 Ramayana,	

Dhritarashtra	and	the	Pandava	brothers	of	the	Mahabharata	(apart	from	Arjun	and	Bhima),	

Draupadi	(wife	of	the	five	Pandavas),	Karna,	and	Duryadhana.		White	is	a	skin	colour	given	to	

Shiva	because	of	his	association	with	Mount	Kailash,	his	abode.	The	other	character	who	is	

rendered	a	whitish	complexion	is	Arjun.	

The	other	pigment	used	as	skin	colour	 is	pink,	prepared	 from	a	mixture	of	 red,	white	and	

some	 pevdi.	 Some	 of	 the	 important	 figures	 who	 are	 given	 a	 pink	 body	 colour	 include	

Dhritarashtra’s	 brothers	 (Pandu	 and	 Vidura),	 Sahadeva,	 Sakuni,	 Dussasana,	 Abhimanyu,	

Laxman	 and	 Saraswati.	 Ganesh	 too	 is	 coloured	 pink,	 but	 sometimes	 his	 head	 is	 coloured	

blue.		

	



252	
	

	

Shiva	(figure	in	white)	and	Bhavana	Rishi	(figure	in	yellow)	in	a	section	from	the	Markendeya	

Puranam,	where	Bhavana	Rishi	presents	Shiva	with	tiger	skin	

It	is	usually	Vishnu	and	his	avatars	who	are	denoted	by	the	colour	blue,	which	include	Rama,	

Krishna,	Madel	 (the	progenitor	of	 the	washermens’	community),	Veerabhadra	(born	when	

Shiva	 rested	 his	 hair	 on	 a	 rock)	 and	 Jambavantaru	 (progenitor	 of	 the	 leather-working	

community).	 Other	 characters	 possessing	 a	 blue	 skin	 tone	 are	 Yamadev,	 Bhima,	 Bhishma	

and	Bharata,	Rama’s	brother.	The	blue	used	in	these	cases	is	a	lighter	version,	prepared	by	

mixing	 indigo	blue	 and	white.	 Vaikuntam	explained	 to	me	 that	 unadulterated	 indigo	blue	

could	 not	 be	 used	 to	 colour	 the	 skin	 of	 characters	 because	 the	 fine	 black	 outlines	would	

then	 not	 be	 visible.	 Similarly	 women	 are	 usually	 not	 draped	 in	 red	 saris	 within	 a	 scroll,	

because	the	colour	would	then	get	lost	with	the	red	background	colour	of	the	scroll.		
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Rama	(figure	in	blue)	and	Laxman	(figure	in	pink),	in	a	section	from	Ramayana	scroll	narrated	for	the	

Mudiraj	community	(fruit-gatherers)	

Hanuman	is	coloured	green,	prepared	by	mixing	indigo	blue	and	lemon	yellow.	The	bodies	

of	rakshasas	(demons)	were	coloured	brown,	by	mixing	gerua,	which	was	red	soil,	and	black	

suit.	Vaikuntam	explained	that	it	was	the	skin	colour	that	would	determine	the	colour	of	the	

fabric	which	the	character	draped.	So,	 for	example,	characters	that	have	a	blue	skin	tone,	

like	Vishnu	and	Ram,	usually	adorn	a	yellow	or	white	dhoti	or	loin	cloth.	Those	whose	skin	is	

painted	white	are	draped	in	green	or	yellow	fabric.	Shiva,	because	of	his	white	complexion,	

wears	a	pandu-coloured	 loin-cloth	with	black	tiger	prints.	Rakshasas	because	of	their	dark	

hue	are	given	white	or	pandu-coloured	dhotis.		
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The	demon	Kalvasura	(figure	on	the	left)	who	is	killed	by	Bhavana	Rishi	on	his	way	to	meet	Shiva	

In	case	of	women	characters,	those	with	pandu-coloured	skin	are	usually	dressed	in	a	green	

sari,	such	as	Adi	Shakti.	Those	with	pink	skin	get	to	wear	a	white	or	blue	sari	like	Saraswati.	

As	Vaikuntam	explained,		

We	have	to	know	which	combination	looks	the	best.	Light	coloured	sarees	

should	get	dark-coloured	blouses	and	vice-versa.	One	needs	to	know	what	

colours	would	look	best	when	put	next	to	one	another.			
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Colour	schemes	in	a	section	from	the	Markendeya	Puranam;	here	Bhavana	Rishi	walks	into	a	forest	

where	he	encounters	Bhadravati,	his	to-be	consort,	for	the	first	time	

	

C. BRUSHES	

As	an	artist	Vaikuntam	needs	to	ensure	precision	and	accuracy	when	it	comes	to	the	way	in	

which	 he	 applies	 the	 colours.	What	 aid	 the	 artists	 in	 this	 stage	 are	 the	 tools	 –	 the	 paint	

brushes.	 Vaikuntam	 possesses	 an	 array	 of	 hand-made	 brushes,	 along	 with	 those	 bought	

from	the	market,	which	he	uses	depending	upon	the	kind	and	stage	of	work	he	is	at.	It	was	

during	 my	 initial	 engagements	 when	 Guruji	 demonstrated	 to	 me	 some	 of	 the	 ‘tenets	 of	

naqaashi	art,	of	which	one	was	the	technique	of	holding	the	brush.		
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As	depicted	above,	the	brush	is	held	with	the	support	of	thumb	on	one	side	and	the	index	

and	middle	finger	on	the	other.	The	ring	finger	usually	does	not	have	a	function,	but	what	is	

of	 importance	 is	the	 little	finger,	which	 is	supposed	to	be	pressed	against	the	canvas.	This	

posture	 allows	 the	 little	 finger	 to	 act	 as	 a	 compass,	which	 provides	 support	 to	 the	 brush	

while	painting	especially	while	rendering	fine	outlines,	and	drawing	straight	lines	and	circles.			

Depending	upon	the	size	of	the	figures,	we	choose	the	brush.	For	a	small	

figure	we	 use	 the	 numbers	 2	 or	 3.	 In	 case	 of	 a	 really	 big	 figure	we	 use	

number	 10	 or	 12.111	 Number	 12	 is	 the	 largest,	 and	 is	 used	 for	 the	

background	colour.	In	scrolls	we	use	numbers	6	to	8	for	figures.	To	colour	

the	clothes	we	use	number	5	or	6.	But	 it	really	depends	upon	the	size	of	

the	painting.	In	case	the	figures	are	really	big,	like	on	walls	then	we	use	flat	

brushes,	which	is	bigger	than	number	12.	

Prior	 to	 the	 ready-made	 brushes	 available	 in	 the	 market,	 Vaikuntam,	 along	 with	 most	

naqaashi	artists,	used	a	make	their	own	brushed	made	from	goat-hair.	This	brush	was	used	

																																																													
111	The	size	of	a	brush	is	indicated	by	a	number	printed	on	the	handle.	Brushes	start	from	000,	then	00,	0,	1,	2,	
and	up.	The	higher	the	number,	the	bigger	are	the	bristles.	
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to	apply	 the	 red	background,	and	colour	of	 the	 skin	and	garments.	A	hand-made	brush	 is	

called	 a	 vedurunullu,	 where	 veduru	 refers	 to	 ‘bamboo’,	 and	 nullu	 refers	 to	 ‘string’	 with	

which	the	hair	of	the	brush	is	tied	on	a	bamboo	stick.				

For	the	purpose	of	making	a	brush,	hair	 from	three	parts	of	the	goat’s	body	 is	preferred	-	

top	of	the	neck;	back	part	of	the	hind-legs	and	the	tips	of	the	tail,	the	last	being	the	most	

preferred.	 The	 hair	 (of	 the	 tail)	 is	 then	 cut	 to	 length;	 but	 only	 the	 base	 of	 the	 hair	 is	

trimmed,	and	never	the	tip,	for	that	is	what	is	used	for	painting.	The	trimmed	hair	is	soaked	

in	water,	after	which	it	 is	dipped	in	tirumani	glue,	 in	order	for	the	hair	to	become	stiff.	As	

Vaikuntam	explained,	

The	advantage	of	using	the	goat-hair	brush	was	that	when	one	dipped	the	

brush	in	the	colour,	the	hair	used	to	soak	in	the	colour,	and	kept	it	inside.	

As	 one	 kept	 painting,	 the	 colour	 from	 the	 brush	 would	 slowly	 get	

discharged.	 It	worked	 something	 like	 an	 ink-pen	whereby	 the	 nip	 of	 the	

pen	 releases	 the	 ink	 little	 by	 little.	 That	 way	 one	 could	 do	 a	 lot	 of	 the	

painting	without	constantly	using	more	and	more	colour.		

It’s	been	however	over	a	decade	that	I	haven’t	used	brush	made	from	goat	

hair.	This	is	because	even	though	it	was	more	efficient,	it	used	to	take	a	lot	

of	time	to	do	the	colouring	with	the	goat-hair	brush.	It	would	not	cover	a	

lot	 of	 surface	 area,	which	market	 brushes	 can.	 Also	 because	 the	market	

brush	 is	thicker	than	the	goat-hair	brush,	 it	becomes	easy	to	colour.	 	But	

the	problem	with	the	market	brush	is	that	I	have	to	keep	dipping	it	in	the	

colour;	this	way	a	 lot	more	colour	tends	to	get	used.	The	goat-hair	brush	

helped	artists	save	colour	

But	what	seemed	indispensable	for	Vaikuntam’s	work	was	another	kind	of	brush,	one	made	

using	 hair	 from	a	 squirrel’s	 tail.	 It	 has	 extremely	 fine	 bristles,	 almost,	 to	 use	Vaikuntam’s	

reference,	looking	like	the	nib	of	a	pen.	It	is	this	brush	which	Vaikuntam	uses	to	render	the	

finer	details	and	ornamentation	within	the	paintings	–	folds	within	the	garments	and	skin,	

jewellery	 and	 other	 embellishments,	 and	 the	 black	 outlines	 along	 the	 contours	 of	 the	

figures.	Vaikuntam	continued,		
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This	 brush	 is	 essential	 for	my	work.	 You	will	 never	 find	 a	more	 fine	 and	

delicate	brush	 in	the	market.	The	hair	also	retains	colour	within	 it,	and	 it	

gives	me	 neat	 strokes.	 It	 never	 goes	 hay	 via...	 it	 follows	 the	 flow	 of	my	

hand.	Without	it	my	work	wouldn’t	move.	If	I	lose	it,	then	I	have	to	get	it	

from	the	story-tellers.	They	eat	squirrels.	At	night	they	narrate	stories,	and	

during	the	day	they	hunt	and	fish.	It	costs	me	Rs	10	-	20	for	a	tail,	out	of	

which	two	brushes	are	made.	They	give	the	entire	cut	tail.	I	have	to	cut	the	

hair	from	the	tail.	Sometimes	the	tail	also	has	blood;	in	that	case	I	need	to	

wait	till	the	blood	dries.	

	

Shreds	from	a	squirrel’s	tale	used	to	make	the	brush	for	rendering	fine	lines	
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The	upper	brush	is	made	from	goat-hair;	the	lower	brush	is	made	from	a	squirrel’s	tail	

It	is	interesting	to	note	how	the	craft	as	a	practice	is	then	moulded	through	the	life	histories	

and	an	environment	within	which	it	not	only	exists	but	in	fact	from	which	it	is	generated	–	

life	 cycles,	 dietary	 habits,	 social	 relationships	 and	 exchanges	 between	 different	

practitioners.	I	shall	discuss	shortly	the	way	in	which	the	relationship	between	Vaikuntam’s	

universe	 of	 practice	 and	 the	 everyday	 life	 of	 the	 bardic	 community	 are	 governed	 by	

culturally	organized	schemes.			

	Also,	from	the	way	Vaikuntam	speaks	about	the	tools	which	he	uses,	whereby	‘it	follows	the	

flow	 of	 my	 hand’	 it	 almost	 sounds	 that	 tools	 become	 prosthetics	 of	 the	 body.	 As	 an	

interaction	evolves	between	the	artist’s	skill	and	the	way	the	painting	starts	to	take	shape,	it	

also	 informs	 her	 ability	 to	 conduct	 her	 tools.	Marchand,	 who	 speaks	 of	 the	 engagement	

involved	in	the	physical	making	of	the	object,	writes,		

The	physical	object,	like	the	tools	used	to	create	it,	becomes	an	extension	

of	the	craftsman's	unfolding	idea.	It	is	in	the	activity	that	his	knowledge	is	

constantly	 made	 and	 re-made,	 responsive	 to	 a	 constant	 flow	 of	 new,	

competing	 and	 sometimes	 contradictory	 information	 (Marchand	 2008:	

257).	
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III. THE	MAKING	

A. THE	BEGINNING	–	OUTLINES	

Once	 the	 canvas	 has	 been	 treated	 and	 ready	 to	 be	 painted	 upon,	 the	 artists	 begin	 by	

drawing	outlines	of	figures	in	action	on	the	surface	with	a	colour	called	gerua,	made	of	red	

soil.	Vaikuntam	uses	gerua	to	sketch	the	figures	only	when	he	works	on	a	bigger	canvas	or	

on	 a	 scroll.	 Otherwise	 for	 regular	 and	 smaller	 sized	 canvases	 he	 uses	 a	 pencil.	Gerua	 is	

prepared	by	mixing	 red	oxide,	or	 red-soil	with	water;	no	glue	 is	mixed	 in	 this	 colour.	 The	

colour	 gerua	 allows	 the	 outlines	 of	 the	 figures	 to	 then	merge	 with	 the	 red	 background,	

which	 is	 the	 next	 step	 in	 the	 production.	 But	 apart	 from	 gerua,	 artists,	 as	 Vaikuntam	

claimed,	would	previously	make	 the	outlines	 using	 charcoal,	 but	made	only	 from	burning	

the	bark	of	a	tamarind	tree.	Figures	used	to	be	outlined	with	charcoal	first,	and	then	a	brush	

with	gerua	would	 trace	 the	 contours.	 Once	 the	 outlines	were	 repeated	with	gerua	 a	 dry	

cloth	was	used	to	wipe	the	charcoal	off.	This	procedure	was	followed	to	make	sure	that	the	

proportions	and	postures	of	the	figures	were	correct;	because	the	gerua	colour	could	not	be	

erased,	 it	 was	 easier	 to	 make	 outlines	 with	 charcoal.	 Vaikuntam	 informed	 me	 that	 he	

followed	this	longer	process	only	when	he	was	sketching	large	figures.			

	

Amount	of	detail	that	is	made	during	the	sketching	phase.	The	above	picture	is	a	sketch	with	pencil.	

But	the	same	amount	of	detail	is	made	with	gerua	when	Vaikuntam	paints	a	full	scroll	
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From	sketch	to	the	final	stage	of	outlining	with	black	

It	is	worth	noting	here	that	while	there	such	a	practice	is	marked	by	discourses	pertaining	to	

the	aesthetic	style	and	narrative	content,	the	artists	also	do	reflect	on	the	physical	way	 in	

which	this	practice	is	to	be	executed,	namely,	relating	to	the	body	of	the	artist.	Vaikuntam	

today	sits	on	a	plastic	chair	behind	his	drawing	table.	To	recapitulate,	the	table	 is	a	rather	

unique	 combination	 of	 an	 old	 yet	 strong	 low-lying	 wooden	 table,	 and	 a	 more	 recent	

appendage	 of	 four	 stilts	 extending	 from	 its	 four	 corners,	 besides	 the	 small	 legs	 of	 the	

original	table.	 It	 is	probably	superfluous	to	state	the	kind	of	significance	this	object	had	 in	

Vaikuntam’s	 life.	 Whenever	 I	 try	 and	 recall	 my	 time	 spent	 with	 Vaikuntam,	 it	 is	 almost	

impossible	to	imagine	a	visual	of	him	without	this	table.	This	was	the	space	within	which	I	

have	seen	Vaikuntam	do	his	work,	conduct	business	with	people,	resolve	household	chores,	

make	 personal	 decisions,	 contemplate,	 be	 inspired,	 get	 frustrated,	 laugh	 and	 be	 jovial.	

Needless	to	say,	this	table	found	its	due	place	in	the	family’s	new	house	in	Hyderabad,	right	

across	 the	main	 entrance.	 I	 am	 certain	 that	 this	 table	 is	 going	 to	 be	 one	 of	 things	 to	 be	

passed	on	for	generations	within	this	family.		

The	modified	design	of	this	table	was	however	an	intervention	Vaikuntam	made	sometime	

in	1984-85.	The	slope	of	the	table,	its	descent	towards	Vaikuntam’s	body,	almost	seems	like	
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it	 is	 presenting	 or	 offering	 the	 artist	 with	 the	 work.	 This	 allows	 Vaikuntam	 an	 intimate	

engagement	with	the	work	at	hand;	 the	slope	allows	a	straight	 line	of	vision	between	the	

artist	and	the	canvas.	In	cases	of	larger	paintings,	Vaikuntam	roles	the	canvas	at	the	end	and	

begins	to	work	from	the	top;	as	he	proceeds,	the	top	painted	portions	of	the	canvas	begin	to	

fall	over	 the	edge	of	 the	upper	slope,	 to	make	way	 for	 the	empty	 lower	portion,	which	 is	

then	unfolded	to	be	transformed	by	the	artist.		

	

	

It	 is	 the	 need	 for	 this	 kind	 of	 visual	 access,	 which	 the	 slanted	 table	 allows,	 that	 earlier	

required	artists	to	sit	in	particular	way	while	painting,	as	Vaikuntam	elaborated,	

Earlier	artists	used	to	squat	on	the	ground,	with	their	chin	resting	on	their	

knees.	 They	 believed	 that	 in	 this	 position	 new	 and	 better	 ideas	 would	

come	to	mind.	Also	in	such	a	position	the	head	is	placed	directly	above	the	

painting,	 which	 allows	 a	 panoramic	 glance	 at	 it;	 that	 way	 the	 eye	 can	

detect	any	blemish.	My	father	was	very	thin,	which	is	why	he	could	sit	like	

that.	But	those	who	are	fat	like	me	(laughing)	they	find	it	difficult	to	sit	like	

that.	So	each	artist	comes	up	with	his	own	style.	Till	2000	I	too	could	sit	on	

the	ground	and	work,	but	after	my	accident	I	need	a	back-rest.		
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In	 fact	 the	picture	of	Vaikuntam’s	 father	 that	 hangs	on	 the	wall	 behind	which	Vaikuntam	

table	has	the	gentleman	sitting	 in	the	exact	same	posture	as	described	above	–	squatting,	

with	his	chin	rest	between	his	knees,	looking	down	as	he	works	on	a	painting.		

	

Portrait	of	Venkataramiah	in	Vaikuntam’s	house	

Portisch	discusses	the	way	in	which	one	incorporates	the	‘internal	 logic’	of	a	craft	 into	the	

‘fabric	 of	 the	body’,	whereby	 knowing	 a	 rule	 implies	 the	 ability	 to	perform	 it	 intelligently	

(Portisch	2010).	Making	or	crafting	then	is	not	solely	the	effect	of	the	tool,	“but	of	the	entire	

system	 of	 forces	 and	 relations	 set	 up	 by	 the	 intimate	 engagement”	 (Ingold	 2011:	 56)	

between	 the	 tool,	 the	 object	 being	 worked	 upon	 and	 the	 maker’s	 own	 body.	 Hence	

Vaikuntam’s	 reference	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 ‘each	 artist	 comes	 up	 with	 his	 own	 style’	 is	

indicative	of	the	artists’	conscious	ability	to	arrive	at	a	physical	‘bodily’	context	which	allows	
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them	to	explore	optimal	efficiency	in	the	way	the	visual	components	of	a	painting	or	scroll	

are	rendered.		

Moreover	if	one	undertakes	a	semantic	comparison	of	the	two	pictures,	which	respectively	

depict	father	and	son	engaged	in	what	appears	as	the	same	‘craft’,	one	almost	finds	an	ideal	

moment	where	the	historical	changes	within	the	practice	can	be	defined.	From	the	way	in	

which	Venkatramiah	is	clad	in	dhoti-kurta,	sitting	in	what	looks	like	a	open	space,	probably	a	

courtyard,	is	strikingly	different	from	Vaikuntam’s	placement	within	an	assemblage	of	things	

–	the	table,	his	colour	table,	the	sewing	machine	next	to	the	table,	and	the	restricted	space	

in	front	of	the	table	to	greet	guests.	A	specific	mention	deserves	to	be	made	about	the	kind	

of	natural	light	which	one	imagines	Venkatramiah	was	privileged	to	work	with	owing	to	the	

availability	 of	 a	 courtyard	 in	 a	 joint	 household,	 as	 compared	 to	 Vaikuntam	 who	 almost	

always	has	the	tube-light	above	him	turned	on	in	order	for	him	to	work.			

In	the	case	of	producing	scrolls	commissioned	by	story-tellers,	this	initial	process	of	outlining	

figures	 in	action	 involved	a	creative	exchange	between	story-teller	and	artist.	 It	was	ritual	

for	one	or	two	members	of	the	story-telling	troupe	to	visit	the	artist’s	studio	to	aid	the	latter	

in	rendering	the	story.	Usually,	as	Vaikuntam	informed,	story-tellers	brought	with	them	an	

old	or	tattered	scroll,	which	they	would	use	as	a	‘mnemonic	text’	to	instruct	the	about	the	

figures	and	what	action	they	are	engaged	in.		So	as	the	story-teller	used	to	verbally	trace	the	

figures	 in	the	old	scroll,	 the	artist	used	to	simultaneously	outline	fresh	figures	on	the	new	

canvas.	The	process	of	outlining	all	 the	figures	of	a	scroll	would	carry	on	for	three	to	four	

days	during	which	the	story-tellers	were	hosted	by	the	artist.	This	allowed	the	story-tellers	

to	ensure	that	the	figures	were	being	sketched	correctly,	since	changes	in	the	figures	would	

be	difficult	to	be	made	once	the	colouring	and	detailing	would	commence.	

I	never	had	the	opportunity	to	be	present	between	such	an	interaction	between	story-teller	

and	artist.	Vaikuntam	had	not	worked	on	a	scroll	 in	 the	 last	 three	 to	 four	years,	primarily	

owing	to	the	work	load	he	already	has	from	emporia.	I	saw	a	Telangana	patam	for	the	first	

time	at	Nagehswar’s	studio,	three	months	into	my	ethnography.	During	the	entire	course	of	

my	 ethnography	 there	were	 only	 four	 or	 five	patams	 that	 I	 had	 the	 chance	 to	 view	 –	 of	

which	three	were	at	the	Salar	Jung	Museum	in	Hyderabad,	one	at	the	Department	of	Folk	

and	Tribal	Studies,	Telugu	University	at	Warangal,	one	at	Nageshwar’s	studio,	and	the	 last	
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during	 a	 Jambavanatru	 Puranam	 performance	 at	 Nashkal,	 a	 village	 approximately	 55kms	

away	from	Cheriyal,	the	encounter	of	which	I	shall	narrate	towards	the	end	of	the	chapter.	

However	 I	 would	 like	 to	 briefly	 dwell	 upon	 the	 few	 aspects	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	

artists	and	story-tellers,	which	‘came	up	during	conversation’.	

1. Relations	between	artists	and	story-tellers	

During	 the	 time	 I	 visited	 Padma	 and	 Nageshwar’s	 home,	 the	 studio	 was	 housing	 an																					

almost	finished	Mahabharata	scroll	for	the	Mudiraj	community	of	fruit-sellers.	It	had	been	

four	months	since	the	couple	had	started	work	on	the	scroll,	but	were	not	sure	when	the	

story-tellers	would	 come	 to	 claim	 it.	 For	 this	 particular	 scroll,	 Padma	and	Nageshwar	had	

received	an	advance	of	Rs	5000,	and	so	were	working	on	it	piece-meal	till	they	received	any	

intimation	 from	 their	 clients.	 It	 usually	 took	 anything	 between	 four	 to	 six	 months	 to	

complete	a	scroll	of	an	average	size	of	10-15	meters,	and	the	artists’	fee	for	producing	the	

whole	 scroll,	 I	was	 informed,	was	generally	between	Rs.	20-25000.	Vaikuntam	expounded	

on	this	exchange	between	naqqashi	artists	and	story-tellers,	

The	 story-tellers	 stay	 here	 for	 4-5	 days,	 within	 which	 I	 complete	 the	

sketch.	We	work	 together	 till	 late,	 usually	 10	 at	 night,	 and	 then	 resume	

early	in	the	morning.	Usually	two	story-tellers	come,	because	the	sketching	

requires	some	discussion.	They	sleep	 in	the	studio.	They	eat	at	hotels,	or	

they	cook	here	in	the	backyard.	They	burn	wood,	and	cook	in	the	utensils	

that	 they	 carry.	Most	of	 them	come	prepared	 to	 spend	 few	nights	here.	

They	do	not	eat	with	us.		

As	mentioned	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 there	exists	 a	 system	of	 interdependency	between	 the	

community	of	painters	who	craft	the	scroll,	the	community	of	story-tellers	who	narrate	and	

perform	 the	 scroll,	 and	 the	 patron	 jati	 who	 constitute	 the	 audience–subjects	 of	 the	

narration.	 The	 story-telling	 community	 and	 the	 patron	 jatis	 are	 situated	 within	 a	

relationship,	 the	 substance	 of	which	 is	 embedded	 through	 the	 narrative	 traditions	 of	 the	

region.	To	give	an	example,	the	Dakkalollu	community	of	story-tellers	are	ritually	dependent	

upon	 the	Madiga	 community	 (leather	 workers	 and	 tanners)	 of	 the	 region,	 to	 whom	 the	

former	narrate	 the	 Jambavantaru	Puranam,	which	 is	 about	 the	progenitor	of	 the	Madiga	
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community,	 Jambavantaru.	 As	 Vaikuntam	 once	 encapsulated	 the	 story	 which	 marks	 the	

relationship	between	the	Madiags	and	Dakkalollu,		

Jambavantaru,	 the	ancestor	of	 the	Madigas	decapitated	his	younger	son,	

Jagamuni,	and	used	parts	of	his	body	to	craft	a	ritual	locket	for	Shiva	and	

Parvati’s	marriage.	 Later,	 Jagamuni	was	 brought	 back	 to	 life	 by	 Brahma;	

however	Jambavantaru	rejected	the	‘re-created’	Jagamuni	as	his	son,	and	

instead	instructed	that	Jagamuni	and	his	descendants	serve	the	Madigas	as	

story-tellers,	and	in	return	be	taken	care	by	them.	Jagamuni	is	considered	

the	 ancestor	 of	 the	Dakkalollus,	 and	 that’s	 how	 they	 claim	 their	 right	 to	

livelihood	from	the	Madigas.			

Because	 a	 specific	 story-telling	 community	 has	 the	 cultural	 monopoly	 to	 present	 their	

corresponding	audience	community	with	narrative	tools	to	participate	in	the	construction	of	

their	etiological	histories,	the	story-telling	communities	in	this	regard,	have	been	considered	

jati	 gurus,	 keepers	 of	 legal	 records	 and	 genealogies,	 as	 well	 as	 preserves	 of	 knowledge	

pertaining	to	the	particular	occupations	and	skills	of	the	patron	jatis.	Historically,	they	have	

had	hereditary	rights	to	claim	livelihood,	 in	the	form	of	food	and	grain,	from	their	specific	

audiences,	 and	 in	 case	 of	 denial,	 also	 had	 the	 right	 to	 mount	 an	 effigy	 and	 set	 it	 up	

(Sadanandam	2008).	

The	nature	of	 reciprocity	between	 the	story-tellers	and	 the	community	of	painters	and	of	

that	between	the	story-tellers	and	the	audience	community	is	different.	While	the	former	is	

marked	by	 exchange	which	 has	 always	 been	 commercial	 and	outside	 of	 the	 realm	of	 the	

moral	 claim,	 the	 latter	 is	 situated	 within	 ties	 of	 intimacy	 and	 solidarity.	 It	 is	 within	 a	

discussion	of	the	signifiers	for	this	difference	in	the	nature	of	reciprocity	that	I	shall	 locate	

my	very	brief	exploration	of	the	gastro-politics	between	the	naqqashi	artists	and	the	story-

tellers	(Appadurai	1981).	

While	 situating	 the	 role	of	 food	 in	 the	everyday	discourse	of	 social	 relationships	 in	 South	

Asia,	Appadurai	points	that	“in	a	society	that	rests	on	the	regulation	of…	contact	(between	

human	 beings)	 food	 is	 a	 focus	 of	much	 taxonomic	 and	moral	 thought”	 (Appadurai	 1981:	

495).	Negotiations	 around	 food	–	namely	who	eats	what,	who	 cooks	 for	whom,	and	who	

eats	with	whom	–	are	mechanisms	devised	to	express	the	distribution	of	power,	primarily	
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between	 castes	 and	 sects.	 Within	 the	 jajmani	 system	 (the	 relationship	 that	 acquires	

meaning	 and	 authority	 through	 a	 historical	 exchange	 of	 service	with	 livelihood),	which	 is	

what	characterises	the	story-tellers-audience	relationship,	 food	was	“the	dominant	vehicle	

for	 indicating	 simultaneously	 the	 relationship	 of	 subordination	 and	 domination	 between	

patrons	 and	 clients,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 bonds	 of	 cooperation	 and	 solidarity	 between	 them”	

(Appadurai	1981:	495).		

It	 is	then	owing	to	this	potential	of	food	and	eating	practices	–	to	represent	and	construct	

relations	 of	 hierarchy	 –	 that	 story-telling	 communities	 and	 the	 artist	 community	 do	 not	

enter	 into	 this	 kind	of	 social	 contract	with	 each	other.	 It	 can	be	 considered	 as	 the	 active	

denial	 or	 occlusion	 of	 an	 opening	 which	 has	 the	 possibility	 to	 let	 in	 notions	 of	 ‘debt’	 –	

through	the	‘giving’	and	‘receiving’	food	–	into	the	relationship	which	has	been	historically	

practiced	as	 ritual	distance	or	 segmentation.	The	exclusion	of	 food	 from	 the	 scope	of	 the	

relationship	of	 these	two	communities,	Appaduari	would	claim,	 is	a	“deep	play”	of	shared	

understandings	 of	 contexts,	 where	 what	 is	 at	 risk	 “are	 profound	 conceptions	 of	 self	 and	

other,	high	and	low,	inside	and	outside”	(Appadurai	1981:	509).		

However	the	practice	of	separation	and	non-dependency	is	simultaneously	accompanied	by	

imaginations	of	 trust	and	 familiarity.	While	 informing	about	 the	way	 in	which	payment	 to	

the	naqqashi	artist	was	made,	Vaikuntam	pointed	out,	

It	 is	 during	 the	 initial	 days	 of	 their	 visit	 that	 remuneration	 is	 discussed.	

They	 usually	 hand-over	 a	 small	 amount	 as	 advance	 and	 leave	 once	 the	

under-drawing	stage	is	over.	Then	they	visit	sometime	in	the	middle	while	

the	scroll	is	in	progress,	and	dispatch	small-small	amounts	depending	upon	

how	 much	 they	 have.	 That	 is	 never	 a	 problem.	 The	 money	 will	 go	

nowhere.	When	 they	 come	 to	 collect	 the	 scroll,	whenever	 it	 is,	 they	pay	

the	whole	remaining	amount.	

In	his	 study	of	gift-exchange	 in	Kabyle	 communities,	Bourdieu	describes	 the	way	 in	which	

what	eventually	is	a	well-drafted	trajectory	of	actions	and	transactions,	is	performed	as	if	all	

is	left	to	chance	and	the	discretion	of	actors,	manifested	in	the	fear	of	losing	one’s	honour	

with	 the	possibility	of	 refusal	of	 the	gift,	or	a	with	 inability	 to	 reciprocate	with	an	equally	

valuable	 gift	 (Bourdieu	 1977).	 Following	 Vaikuntam’s	 account	 of	 the	 economic	 contract	
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between	 the	 story-tellers	 and	 the	 artists,	 one	 also	 encounters	 the	 way	 in	 which	 what	 is	

ultimately	 revealed	 as	 a	 site	 marked	 by	 reciprocity	 and	 familiarity	 is	 constantly	 being	

deflected	by	contingent	behaviour,	the	objective	then,	as	Bourdieu	would	have	it,	would	be	

to	defer	 this	 revealing.	 It	 is	 through	 the	appreciation	of	 this	 function	of	 the	gap	between	

‘rule’	 and	 its	 ‘practice’	 –	 a	 gap	 which	 is	 conceived	 and	 realized	 only	 in	 performance	 of	

uncertainty	 –	 that	 anthropology	 can	 enable	 itself	 to	 differentiate	 interpretation	 from	

intention,	decipherment	from	disentanglement.	As	Bourdieu	writes,		

It	would	not	be	difficult	 to	 show	 that	 the	 construction	of	 the	 concept	of	

culture	 …	 or	 social	 structure	 …	 similarly	 implies	 the	 construction	 of	 a	

notion	of	conduct	as	execution	which	coexists	with	the	primary	notion	of	

conduct	as	simple	behaviour	taken	at	face	value.	The	extreme	confusion	of	

debates	on	the	relationship	between"	culture"	(or"	social	structures")	and	

conduct	 generally	 arises	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 constructed	 meaning	 of	

conduct	and	 the	 theory	of	practice	 it	 implies	 lead	a	 sort	of	underground	

existence	 in	 the	 discourse	 of	 both	 the	 defenders	 and	 the	 opponents	 of	

cultural	 anthropology…	 As	 soon	 as	 one	 moves	 from	 the	 structure	 of	

language	to	the	functions	it	fulfils,	that	is,	to	the	uses	agents	actually	make	

of	it,	one	sees	that	mere	knowledge	of	the	code	gives	only	very	imperfect	

mastery	 of	 the	 linguistic	 interactions	 really	 taking	 place	 (Bourdieu	 1977:	

25).	

	

B. THE	NAQQASHI	AS	WRITER	

	

Coming	back	to	the	process	of	sketching	the	outline	of	figures,	the	under-drawing	or	sketch	

of	 a	 painting	 is	 termed	 nakkal,	 which	 is	 an	 Urdu	 word,	 meaning	 ‘copy’.	 The	 process	 of	

outlining	 the	 under-drawing	 is	 called	 “nakkal	 utaarna”	 and	 “likhna”	 which	 translates	 as	

‘making	 a	 copy’	 and	 ‘writing’.	 Vaikuntam	would	 however	 sometimes	 refer	 to	 this	 also	 as	

“naqsha”,	which	translates	as	‘a	map’.	I	shall	return	to	the	idea	of	“naqsha”.	
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Some	of	components	of	this	practice	are	named	with	the	suffix	‘writing’.	The	yellow	lines	to	

adorn	the	silhouettes	of	costumes	is	known	as	ardulamratta,	which	translates	as	‘writing	in	

yellow’,	and	the	fine	black	lines,	which	is	the	last	stage	of	the	painting	is	called	nallapuratta	

or	 sairatta,	which	 translates	as	 ‘writing	 in	black’.	 I	 rarely	encountered	 the	word	 ‘draw’	or	

‘drawing’	 when	 Vaikuntam	 would	 talk	 about	 his	 work.112	 In	 fact	 as	 I	 went	 through	 the	

recording	 of	 my	 sessions	 with	 Vaikuntam	 there	 were	 numerous	 instances	 where	 he	 has	

referred	his	work	as	‘writing’,	

“Yeh	 figure	 likhne	 ke	baad,	mein	 colour	 bharta	 hoon”	 –	 It	 is	 after	 ‘writing’	 these	

figures,	that	I	fill	them	with	colour.	

“Yen	 painting	 dekho	 ji...	 yeh	 mein	 parson	 likha	 hoon”	 –	 Look	 at	 this	 painting;	 I	

‘wrote’	this	day-before-yesterday.	

“Jab	kahani	wale	aate,	toh	unke	saath	bethke	hum	kahani	likhte	hain”	–	When	the	

story-tellers	visit	me,	I	‘write’	the	story	along	with	their	help.	

When	 I	 enquired	 from	Vaikuntam	 the	 root	of	 this	 application	of	 the	word	 ‘writing’	 in	 the	

vocabulary	of	the	practice,	his	response	was	precise,	“We’ve	always	called	it	‘likhna’...	that	

is	because	we	write	the	story.”	

At	 one	 level	 this	 seems	 to	 be	 the	 most	 logical	 epistemology	 of	 the	 meaning;	 if	 the																		

story-tellers	articulate	the	etymological	narratives	through	sound,	 the	visual	 record	of	 this	

oral	genre,	namely	its	image,	which	is	the	function	of	the	artist,	is	then	a	part	of	the	history	

of	 textualization	 through	 writing.	 As	 Malik	 notes	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Devnarayan	 scroll	

tradition,	the	function	of	visual	aids	in	such	narrative	traditions	was	not	so	much	illustrative,	

as	much	as	it	served	as	the	metaphysical	‘word’	which	came	to	be	composed	only	within	the	

narrative	universe	(Malik	2005).		

	

Discussing	 this	 practice	 of	 sketching	 the	 under-drawing	 or	 nakkal	 for	 a	 new	 scroll	 while	

consulting	with	an	older	scroll,	Thangavelu	mentions,	

	

																																																													
112	Vaikuntam	was	not	unfamiliar	with	English,	and	hence	I	cannot	imagine	him	using	the	work	likhna	owing	to	
an	inability	to	find	its	appropriate	English	equivalent.		
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The	tradition,	seen	in	this	way,	is	closest	to	being	scribal	in	nature,	and	as	

the	act	of	painting	a	scroll	for	the	Nakasis...	becomes	akin	to	writing	a	new	

edition	of	a	painted	text	(Thangavelu	1998:	48)	

	

When	 seen	 through	 this	 kind	 of	 a	 relationship	 that	 emerges	 between	 the	 image	 and	 the	

narrative,	the	term	nakkal	–	to	refer	to	the	under-drawing	–	begins	to	make	sense.	However	

I	 strongly	 believe	 that	 this	 act	 of	 ‘copying’	 from	 an	 older	 scroll	 is	 not	 the	 only	 (if	 at	 all)	

reason	why	the	under-drawing	is	referred	to	as	nakkal.	In	the	first	chapter,	we	have	already	

discussed	the	way	in	which	ideas	of	‘copying’	and	‘repetition’	come	to	alter	our	notions	of	

‘originality’	and	‘novelty’.	However	what	the	use	of	an	old	scroll	as	a	mnemonic	device	does	

point	to	is	its	function	as	a	template,	which	I	elaborate	on	in	a	little	while	when	I	introduce	

Vaikuntam’s	sketch	book.			

	

As	mentioned,	the	under-drawing	is	a	result	of	the	narrative	sequence	uttered	by	the	story-

teller;	so	in	a	way	it	is	a	reproducing	the	narrative	through	and	within	a	new	vocabulary.	But	

more	importantly,	as	we	have	already	discussed	in	the	first	chapter	about	the	way	in	which	

Thangavelu	 considers	 “a	 particular	 scroll…	 a	 version	 of	 the	 sacred	 narrative”	 (Thangavelu	

1998:	86),	instead	of	suggesting	any	kind	of	‘fixity’	or	‘standardization’	which	an	expression	

like	nakkal	might	perpetrate,	it	actually	refers	to	a	more	‘playful’	aspect	of	the	relationship	

between	the	narratives	and	their	visual	representations.	It	was	while	sharing	this	aspect	of	

the	production	process	with	Guruji,	that	the	latter	put	things	in	perspective,	

	

In	 this	 sub-continent,	 there	 were	 no	 terms	 that	 could	 translate	 into	

‘creative’,	 ‘training’	 and	 ‘competition’.	 Artists	 have	 always	 claimed	 that	

they	imitate	nature.	No	one	has	ever	claimed	to	create	something	through	

their	art.	Even	poets,	during	composition,	suggest	that	what	they	engage	

in	is	‘varnan’,	which	means	describing	something;	mythologies	never	claim	

to	create	the	character	of	Rama,	but	describe	his	personality.	

‘Varnan’	 is	 a	word	 that	 suggests	 a	 descriptive	 account	 in	words	 or	 pictures	 of	 something	

that	already	exists	before	 it	has	been	represented.	 It	 is	 through	such	a	paradigm	that	one	

begins	 to	 see	 the	way	 in	 which	 the	 under-drawing	 of	 a	 painting	 can	 be	 referred	 to	 as	 a	
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‘copy’.	Nakkal	as	a	copy	in	this	case	could	refer	to	the	visual	description	of	the	events	and	

episodes	that	make	up	the	narrative	universe.			

Ingold	 suggests	 that	 the	 ‘art	 of	 description’,	 though	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 ethnography	 is	 a	

misplaced,	and	sometimes	even	forgotten	skill	(Ingold	2000).	Description	he	claims	is	not	a	

capacity	 which	 is	 exhausted	 through	 words,	 but	 rather	 a	 relation	 one	 shares	 with	 one’s	

environment	through	movement	and	drawing.	Ingold	writes,	

It	 is	 extraordinary	 that	 in	 all	 the	 debate	 about	 ‘writing	 culture’,	 the	

assumption	 has	 always	 been	 that	 the	 graphic	 part	 of	 ethnography	 is	

writing	and	not	drawing.	‘What	does	the	ethnographer	do?’	Clifford	Geertz	

once	asked	rhetorically.	‘He	writes’	(Geertz	1973:	19).	What	a	limiting	view	

this	 is!	Given	that	by	all	accounts,	drawing	is	an	immensely	powerful	tool	

of	 observation,	 and	 given	 also	 that	 it	 combines	 observation	 and	

description	 in	 a	 single	 gestural	 movement,	 why	 has	 it	 been	 all	 but	

forgotten	 in	 anthropology?	 The	 answer,	 I	 suggest,	 lies	 in	 a	 residual	

commitment,	 within	 the	 mainstream	 of	 the	 discipline,	 to	 a	 painterly	

aesthetic	that	values	compositionality	and	totalisation	over	 improvisation	

and	 process.	 Ethnography	 remains	 beholden	 to	 the	 ‘law	 of	 the	 all-over’,	

which	it	satisfies	through	means	that	are	antithetical	to	the	waywardness	

of	the	drawn	line.	(Ingold	2000:	222)	

However	what	always	confused	me,	and	later	I	discovered	also	Thangavelu,	was	the	artists’	

involvement	 in	 the	 narratives.	 For	 some	 reason	 I	 had	 assumed	 that	 owing	 to	 their	work,	

these	 artists	 were	 quasi-experts	 in	 the	 different	 narratives	 and	 mythologies	 which	 they	

create	 on	 canvas.	 But	 this	 I	 realized	was	 an	 expectation	 that	 had	no	basis.	 As	Vaikuntam	

clarified,	

	

Why	do	we	need	to	know	these	stories?	What	use	is	it	to	us?	As	long	as	we	

know	 some	 main	 episodes	 of	 popular	 mythologies	 like	 Ramayana	 or	

Mahabharata	 or	 Samudra	 Manthan,113	 which	 is	 what	 constituted	 our	

																																																													
113	One	of	 the	most	visited	episodes	 in	 Indian	mythology,	samundra	manthan	 refers	 to	 the	churning	of	 the	
ocean,	where	the	Mandara	mountain	(located	in	present	day	Bihar)	was	used	as	the	churning	rod	and	the	king	
of	serpents	Vasuki	was	the	churning	rope;	while	the	demons	were	holding	the	head	of	Vasuki,	the	gods	were	
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everyday	 work,	 we	 are	 sorted.	 Neither	 my	 father	 nor	 grand-father	 was	

familiar	with	 the	details	of	 the	 jati	 stories;	 they	only	knew	some	popular	

mythologies,	 which	 is	 what	 they	 would	 paint	 in	 people’s	 houses	 or	 in	

temples.	 Knowledge	 of	 the	 details	 of	 jati-stories	 is	 only	 required	 by	 the	

story-tellers	

	

I	suppose	both	Thangavelu	and	I	were	guilty	of,	what	she	calls,	“overly	mythologiz(ing)	the	

phenomenon”	(Thangavelu	1998:	49).	The	old	scroll	which	the	story-tellers	bring	along	with	

them	 helps	 to	 recall	 the	 story	 and	 make	 certain	 editions	 –	 elaborating	 on	 an	 otherwise	

smaller	 episode,	 cutting	 short	 an	 elaborate	 scene,	 or	 introducing	 new	 characters	 and	

episodes.	The	function	of	the	artist	is	therefore	to	improve	upon	the	style	and	visual	quality	

of	the	old	scroll	which	is	a	‘template’	for	the	one	which	she	is	making.	This	situation	is	what	

Thangavelu	 calls	 “aesthetic	matching	 and	 aligning....	 that	 are	 responsible	 for	 establishing	

the	contours	of	 this	 tradition,	and	for	maintaining...	 its	stylistic	conventions	and	aesthetics	

standards”	(Thangavelu	1998:	49).	

	

Once	the	nakkal	stage	is	complete,	it	becomes	a	kind	of	contractual	agreement	between	the	

story-tellers	and	the	artists	that	whatever	 is	composed	on	the	scroll	has	been	done	under	

the	 supervision	 and	 direction	 of	 the	 story-teller.	 Vaikuntam	 informed	me	 that	 during	 the	

final	inspection	of	a	complete	scroll,	disputes	pertaining	to	accuracy	in	representation	were	

usually	resolved	by	the	acknowledgement	that	the	nakkal	was	prepared	in	the	presence	of	

the	story-tellers,	and	the	naqqashi	artist	was	painting	what	was	narrated	to	her	during	the	

nakkal	stage.	As	Thangavelu	writes,		

It	 is	 at	 the	 under-drawing	 stage	 that	 patron	 expectations	 of	 formal	

conformity,	 thematic	 fixity	as	well	as	 the	desire	 for	 innovation	are	called	

into	play.	The	absence	of	any	written	version	of	the	transactions,	and	the	

total	reliance	on	memory	about	what	transpired	at	that	time,	implies	that	

the	nakkal	itself	is	a	legal	and	binding	document	concerning	the	final	look	

of	the	painted	scroll	(Thangavelu	1998:	79-80).	

																																																																																																																																																																																													
holding	its	tail.	The	samudra	manthan	is	one	of	the	most	popular	pictorial	and	sculptural	features	of	Hindu	art	
and	architecture	of	South	and	South	East	Asia.		
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Going	 back	 to	 what	 we	 have	 discussed	 above	 about	 the	 practices	 of	 segmentation	 and	

distance	between	story-tellers	and	artist,	which	is	sustained	through	the	taxonomy	of	food,	

one	 encounters	 the	 reflection	 of	 such	 segmentation	 and	 distance	 in	 the	 way	 in	 which	

participation	in	knowledge	systems	are	negotiated.	Vaikuntam’s	categorical	dismissal	of	his	

engagement	with	 the	narratives,	 further	demonstrates	 that	while	dietary	practices	 indeed	

articulated	 degrees	 of	 solidarity	 and	 cooperation,	 solidarity	 and	 cooperation	were	 in	 fact	

fields	that	emerged	through	the	shared	frameworks	of	knowledge	systems,	namely	the	way	

in	 the	 mythological	 universe	 situated	 story-tellers	 and	 patron	 jatis	 in	 relation	 to	 one	

another.	Because	the	preservation	of	the	patron	 jati’s	 lineage	was	the	story-tellers’	course	

to	 make	 a	 moral	 claim	 on	 livelihood,	 the	 rules	 guiding	 the	 aesthetic	 practice	 which	 ties	

together	the	artists,	story-tellers	and	patron	jatis	ensure	and	protect	this	turf	of	the		story-

tellers.	Thus	the	structures	within	which	the	visual	field	of	the	scroll	is	unravelled	within	the	

nakkal	stage	through	the	dictation	of	the	story-tellers	is	then,	like	prohibitions	on	food,	part	

of	culturally	organized	efforts	to	create	heterogeneous	subjects	within	a	common	practice	

which		has	the	possibility	of	homogenizing	the	actors	linked	by	it	(Appadurai	1981).		

Along	with	these	signifying	practices	which	guarantee	the	 ‘rightful	 location	of	knowledge’,	

we	 have	 also	 encountered	 everyday	 narratives	 of	 familiarity	 between	 the	 artists	 and																		

story-tellers	through	the	way	in	which	the	former	procure	the	squirrel’s	tail	from	the	latter,	

which	is	indispensable	for	their	practice,	and	the	structure	of	payment	for	the	scroll.	These	

practices	 and	 narratives	 I	 believe	 are	 not	 instances	 that	 serve	 diametrically	 opposite	

semiotic	functions	–	of	distance	and	of	intimacy;	rather	they	emerge	as	conversations	within	

contexts	that	acknowledge	the	space	for	simultaneous	ways	of	being.			As	Geertz	explores,	

The	 unity	 of	 form	 and	 content	 is,	 where	 it	 occurs	 and	 to	 the	 degree	 it	

occurs,	a	cultural	achievement,	not	a	philosophical	tautology.	If	there	is	to	

be	semiotic	science	of	art	it	is	that	achievement	it	will	have	to	explain.	And	

to	do	so	 it	will	have	to	give	more	attention	to	 talk,	and	to	other	sorts	of	

talk	 but	 the	 recognizably	 aesthetic,	 than	 it	 had	 usually	 been	 inclined	 to	

give…	 “For	 it	 is	 one	 thing	 to	 adore	 a	painting,”	 as	 a	Dominican	preacher	

defending	the	virtuousness	of	art,	out	 it,	“but	 it	 is	quite	another	to	 learn	

from	a	painted	narrative	what	to	adore”	(Geertz	1983:	102;	104)		
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At	the	end	of	the	nakkal	stage	one	has	a	canvas	with	only	a	skeleton	of	the	story	–	outlines	

and	 contours	 of	 faceless	 and	 unrecognizable	 figures;	 however	 I	 couldn’t	 help	 admire	 the	

stylistic	 rendition	 of	 these	 as	 well.	 Even	 though	 just	 an	 under-drawing,	 one	 can	 only	

contemplate	 the	 evolution	 of	 the	 forms	 within	 the	 canvas.	 Each	 time	 I	 would	 see																					

under-drawings	 of	 paintings	 lying	 around	 in	Vaikuntam’s	 studio,	waiting	 to	 be	brought	 to	

life,	I	would	recall	Guruji’s	analysis.		

You	might	notice	that	when	Vaikuntam	sketches	the	outlines	of	 figures	–	

human	and	animal	–	they	are	more	close	to	reality	in	terms	of	proportions	

of	the	body	and	postures.	But	as	soon	as	he	starts	detailing	the	figures,	the	

forms	move	away	 from	reality,	and	enter	 into	 the	 realm	of	 the	naqqashi	

signature	style.	So	you	can	consider	this	art	as	an	embellishment	of	reality.	

It	 was	 true;	 at	 this	 stage	 the	 aesthetic	 was	 indeed	 close	 to	 realism,	 with	 proportionate	

torsos	and	swaying	hips	of	humans	and	animals	captured	in	the	middle	of	an	action.	It	was	

as	 these	 contours	 would	 be	 filled	 with	 colour	 that	 the	 imaginarium	 of	 the	 Telangana-

naqqashi	would	then	begin	to	reveal	itself.	

A	 scene	of	a	narrative	was	what	occupied	a	panel	 (horizontal	or	vertical,	depending	upon	

the	scroll)	of	a	scroll.	A	panel	is	termed	asha,	which	means	‘line’	–	another	instance	to	allude	

to	the	scribal	nature	of	the	art-form.	Within	an	asha	of	a	vertical	scroll,	a	scene	would	read	

from	left	to	right,	moving	to	the	next	asha	below,	almost	like	reading	a	text.		
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An	asha	or	line	depicting	a	scene	where	Bhavana	Rishi	enters	a	forest	inhabited	by	hunters	and	

mythological	creatures.	

It	 is	 however	 not	 essential	 for	 one	 asha	 to	 contain	 only	 one	 scene;	 depending	 upon	 its	

significance,	one	scene	could	occupy	four	to	five	‘lines’,	and	sometime	two	scenes	could	be	

included	in	a	single	line.	By	‘scene’	I	am	referring	to	the	spatial-temporal	dimension	within	

which	characters	act	upon	one	another.		Panels	within	the	scroll	are	separated	by	horizontal	

lines	or	borders	which	are	then	given	a	stylistic	treatment	during	colouring,	such	as	floral	or	

some	other	characteristic	design.	As	Vaikuntam	elaborated,	

During	the	actual	performance	of	the	narratives,	the	story-tellers	follow	a	

general	 scheme	of	 episodes	 but	within	 that	 they	 can	 improvise	with	 the	

sequence.	But	they	cannot	do	that	during	the	nakkal	stage.	The	scroll	has	

to	render	the	flow	of	events	correctly;	which	is	why	they	carry	with	them	

an	old	scroll.	

They	 never	 narrate	 detailed	 stories	 to	 us.	We	 do	 not	 need	 to	 know	 the	

detailed	stories.	All	 I	need	to	know	is	a	figure’s	name	and	what	she/he	is	
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doing.	 I	 need	 to	 know	 the	 figure’s	 name,	 so	 that	 I	 can	 give	 her/him	 the	

right	 skin	colour	as	and	when	 it	 reappears;	 to	give	 the	 figure	 the	correct	

size,	like	Bhima	is	blue	and	big	–	if	the	figure	is	really	important,	then	it	is	

made	bigger.	Because	I’ve	been	doing	this	work	for	decades	I	am	familiar	

with	the	 flow	of	characters	and	actions	 in	 the	story,	which	 is	how	during	

the	detailing	and	painting	stage	I	can	tell	which	of	the	outlined	figures	is	an	

important	character.	I	need	to	know	what	the	character	is	doing	so	that	I	

outline	 their	 sitting	or	 standing	or	 fighting	postures.	The	 story-tellers	 tell	

me,	‘there	is	a	procession	for	a	king,	and	people	are	celebrating’.	I	will	then	

have	to	mark	out	the	king	through	his	attire	and	crown,	by	placing	him	on	

the	 chariot,	 have	 horses	 and	 a	 horseman;	 then	 I	 will	 have	 to	 place	 2-3	

characters	playing	instruments,	which	usually	is	the	shehnai	(oboe)	or	the	

dholak	 (drums).	 This	 kind	of	detailing	 rests	on	 the	artist’s	 imagination.	 If	

they	tell	me	‘here	a	priest	is	getting	the	bride	and	groom	married’,	then	I	

will	have	to	decide	if	the	priest	is	sitting	or	standing,	depending	upon	the	

kind	 of	 space	 I	 have	 left	 in	 the	 panel;	 decide	 on	 his	 attire	 and	 his	 hand	

gesture	to	distinguish	him	as	the	priest.	

During	the	painting	stage,	I	am	certain	about	99%	of	the	characters.	In	case	

I	have	a	doubt,	I	 leave	it	and	clarify	with	the	story-tellers	when	they	visit,	

which	 they	 do	 once	 or	 twice	 during	 the	 preparation	 of	 the	 scroll.	 The	

problem	with	water	 colours	 is	 that	once	applied	on	 canvas,	 it	 cannot	be	

removed	or	painted	upon	it.	This	is	not	the	case	with	acrylic;	you	can	keep	

repainting	on	them.		

Vaikuntam	 maintains	 what	 he	 calls	 a	 ‘sketch	 book’	 where	 he	 has	 recorded	 the																												

under-drawing	of	most	of	the	narratives	told	by	story-tellers.	The	sketches	are	 incomplete	

and	 incoherent	 to	 the	 viewer,	 but	 this	 Vaikuntam	 claims	 aids	 him	while	 painting	 a	 fresh	

scroll	in	case	he	needs	clarification,	or	choosing	one	or	few	visually	powerful	episodes	from	

a	mythology	to	produce	for	a	private	commission.		



277	
	

	

Vaikuntam’s	sketch-book	

Vaikuntam	 once	 demonstrated	 to	 me	 how	 he	 weaves	 a	 story	 based	 on	 these	 visual	

compositions	in	his	sketchbook.	He	chose	a	few	sections	of	the	Dakkali	Puranam,	which	he	

had	doodled	in	his	sketchbook	over	what	he	called	“22	lines”	(Appendix	1).		

In	 a	 certain	 sense,	 Vaikuntam’s	 sketch	 book,	 as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	 old	 scroll	 which	

accompanies	the	story-tellers	during	the	nakkal	stage,	is	a	version	of	what	Turnbull	refers	to	

a	template	or	model	book,	which	is	not	used	to	reproduce	standardized	forms,	but	to	ensure	

accuracy	within	the	composition	(Turnbull	1993).	He	writes,			

[T]hey	 perform	 the	 role	 of	 exemplars…	 the	 only	 way	 to	 compile	 and	

transport	 knowledge,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 tacit	 knowledge	 of	 the	 master	

masons…	These	books	have	some	interesting	characteristics:	They	seem	to	

our	 modern	 eye	 completely	 unsystematic…	 and	 they	 also	 never	 show	

anything	in	its	totality,	only	partial	views	(Turnbull	1993:	327).	
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Because	 of	 the	way	 in	 which	 naqqashi	 artists	 were	 only	 invested	 in	 the	 narrative	 to	 the	

extent	 that	 it	 contributed	 to	 their	 knowledge	 of	 detail	 required	 within	 a	 painting,	 the	

models	and	patterns	in	the	‘sketch	book’	are	means	to	capture	and	control	the	events	within	

the	narrative	universe,	so	that	they	could	be	skilfully	articulated	as	consistent	scenes	in	the	

production	of	a	scroll.	The	‘sketch	book’	then	serves	as	an	accepted	and	local	solution	to	the	

problem	of	how	knowledge	was	transmitted.	But	in	addition	to	its	contribution	to	the	‘tacit	

knowledge	 of	 the	 master’,	 Turnbull	 adds	 that	 templates	 have	 the	 capability	 of	 making	

manifest	 the	 knowledge	 that	 might	 be	 frozen	 or	 deeply	 embedded	 and	 hence	

undecipherable	within	a	technique	(Turnbull	1993).	

Thus	 following	Geertz’s	 lead,	 reflection	 upon	 the	 process	 of	making	 does	 not	 remain	 un-

manifest;	in	fact	it	is	expressed	in	and	through	paradigms	other	than	language.	He	writes,	

To	be	of	effective	use	in	the	study	of	art,	semiotics	must	move	beyond	the	

consideration	of	signs	as	means	of	communication,	code	to	be	deciphered,	

to	a	consideration	of	them	as	modes	of	thought,	idiom	to	be	interpreted.	It	

is	 not	 a	 new	 cryptography	 that	 we	 need,	 especially	 when	 it	 consists	 of	

replacing	one	cipher	by	another	 less	 intelligible,	but	a	new	diagnostics,	a	

science	 that	 can	 be	 determine	 the	 meaning	 of	 things	 for	 the	 life	 that	

surrounds	them	(Geertz	1983:	120).	

Moving	on,	 first,	as	a	painter	Vaikuntam	needs	to	 ‘know’	the	 ‘scene’	because	 it	helps	him	

compose	–	the	setting,	the	postures,	and	the	costumes.	So	he	composes	individual	scenes,	

but	he	is	unable	to	connect	one	composition	or	scene	with	another	through	language,	or	in	

other	 words	 organically	 weave	 them	 into	 a	 story.	 Each	 pictorial	 composition	 is	 a	 scene	

which	he	can	describe,	or	one	scene	is	described	through	a	pictorial	composition.	But	as	one	

can	see	through	the	way	in	which	Vaikuntam	progresses	with	the	narrative,	he	is	unable	to	

move	out	of	the	schema	and	order	of	the	panels.	It	is	almost	like	each	panel	constitutes	an	

independent	story,	creating	a	staccato-like	condition.	 It	 is	only	through	the	finer	details	 in	

the	technique	of	story-telling,	which	is	a	function	of	‘knowing’	the	plot,	that	story-tellers	are	

able	to	narrate	one	singular	story.	It	is	this	‘emplotment’,	of	relating	events	in	a	meaningful	

succession	that	is	the	unfamiliar	terrain	for	the	artist.		
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The	story-tellers	need	the	help	of	an	old	scroll	 so	 that	 the	smaller,	yet	essential	elements	

which	 contribute	 to	 the	 emplotment	 are	 not	 overlooked	while	 composing	 the	 scroll.	 For	

example,	Vaikuntam	mentioned	a	case	in	point,		

The	story-tellers	are	experts	in	these	narratives.	But	for	them	to	perform	a	

story	 effectively,	 they	 will	 need	 the	 scroll	 to	 be	 composed	 sequentially	

with	 all	 the	 details,	 otherwise	 the	 audience	will	 not	 understand	what	 is	

going	on.	If	they	forget	characters	and	events	from	the	scroll,	the	audience	

will	get	confused		

The	communities	of	story-tellers	are	experts	at	encyclopaedic	narratives	which	they	perform	

over	 the	 course	 of	 many	 nights.	 Yet	 they	 depend	 upon	 an	 old	 scroll	 to	 ensure	 that	

characters	 and	 events	 are	 depicted	 correctly	 and	 in	 the	 right	 sequence.	 As	 I	 will	

demonstrate	towards	the	end,	when	I	witnessed	the	Jambavantaru	Puranam	performance	

at	Nashkal,	the	story-tellers	barely	even	referred	to	the	scroll,	which	remained	as	a	colourful	

backdrop.	

Even	when	Thangavelu	was	present	during	 the	Madel	Puranam	 scroll	performance	during	

her	ethnography	 in	 the	 late	80s,	she	observed	that	 the	storytellers	would	 let	 the	 ‘flow’	of	

the	narrative	take	over	the	details	present	in	the	scroll,	and	only	occasionally	while	dwelling	

on	one	character	they	would	tap	their	wand	on	the	painted	image	of	the	character,	lending	

a	 ‘here-and-now’	quality	to	the	narration.	On	enquiring	from	Natham,	a	story-teller	of	the	

Madel	Puranam	 about	 the	discrepancy	 in	 the	extent	of	detail	present	 in	 the	 scroll	 and	of	

that	in	the	performed	narrative,	Thangavelu	discovered	a	rather	pragmatic	rational,	

It	is	true…	what	you	are	saying	is	very	true.	For	example,	on	our	scroll,	the	

Agastya	figure	is	a	single,	small,	short,	squat	figure,	but	we	take	more	than	

three	hours	to	tell	his	story.	Why?	Because	his	story	involves	only	him	and	

it	 involves	Sankara	 in	 the	guise	of	an	old	man.	No	one	else.	So	why	 take	

more	space	on	the	painting?114	

	

																																																													
114	Agastya	is	a	divine	ascetic,	who	consumed	the	oceans	to	destroy	the	demon	God;	Sankara	is	another	name	
for	Shiva		
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But	on	the	other	hand,	let	us	suppose	there	is	a	wedding	in	the	story,	the	

wedding	of	Sankara	and	Parvati	for	example.	 It	 is	a	single	episode,	but	at	

such	times,	we	have	to	depict	all	the	gods	who	arrive	for	the	occasion.	We	

have	to	show	the	people	[in	the	audience]	the	divine	sages,	the	kings,	the	

celestial	beings,	the	emperors,	the	caste	heroes,	the	guardians	of	the	four	

directions	 who	 came	 there	 for	 the	 occasion.	 [And	 then],	 all	 these	 gods	

have	 their	 own	 respective	mounts,	 their	 own	weapons,	 their	 attributes,	

[and	 to	 show	 this]	 takes	 a	 lot	 of	 space	 on	 the	 scroll.	 "How	 can	 one	 not	

depict	the	gathering	of	the	gods	for	such	an	important	event,	you	tell	me?	

And	if	we	depict	one	god	and	not	the	other,	that	is	also	a	problem.	So	we	

take	more	space	on	the	painting,	but	it	still	is	only	one	story.	It	is	not	easy	

for	 the	 painting	 and	 the	 telling	 to	 match	 each	 other	 identically"	

(Thangavelu	1998:	182-183)	

	

It	is	here	that	I	would	like	to	make	a	conjecture.	It	seems	to	me	that	the	story-tellers	narrate	

the	 story	 equipped	 by	 a	 narrative	map,	 which	 is	 not	 usually	 the	 scroll.	 However	 for	 the	

benefit	 of	 the	 audience	 they	 need	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 scroll	 is	 composed	 in	 a	 specific	

manner.	 I	believe	 it	 is	when	they	need	to	break	down	the	 ‘flow’	of	 the	plot	 into	different	

compositions	 for	 the	naqqashi	artist	 that	 they	 find	 themselves	 outside	 of	 their	 ‘skill’	 and	

‘technique’,	 for	 the	narrative	 can	be	 ‘told’	only	 through	a	path	chartered	within	 language	

and	not	any	lineally	organized	scheme.	As	Bourdieu	has	famously	asserted,	knowledge	rests	

on	 anonymous,	 untraceable	 rules	 that	 govern	 language	 use.	 Norms	 and	 rules,	 Bourdieu	

claims	are	folded	into	practices,	whose	mastery	is	best	apprehended	as	context-dependent	

and	 performative,	 rather	 than	 based	 on	 laws	 which	 can	 be	 extracted	 from	 practice	

(Bourdieu	1977).	

Vaikuntam	on	the	other	hand	needs	a	sequential-like	narrative	to	compose	the	scroll.	When	

he	says	the	story-tellers	may	“forget	characters	and	events	from	the	scroll”,	it	might	just	be	

the	case	that	these	characters	and	events	are	not	needed	to	be	‘spoken’	of	during	the	oral	

narrative,	which	 is	why	 they	might	 skip	 the	 ‘memory’	of	 the	story-tellers	 if	 they	were	not	

using	 the	 assistance	 of	 an	 old	 scroll	 during	 the	 nakkal	 stage.	 However	 these	 figures	 and	

episodes	 nevertheless	 need	 to	 be	 painted	 on	 the	 scroll,	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 scene	 to	 be	
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coherent,	 like	the	entourage	of	kings	and	celestial	bodies	present	at	Sankara	and	Parvati’s	

wedding.		Both	parties	then	function	with	two	different	kinds	of	narrative	consciousness.		

However	apart	from	using	his	‘sketch	book’	which	contains	abstractions	from	old	scrolls,	or	

being	 aided	 by	 the	 actual	 dictation	 of	 story-tellers,	 Vaikuntam	 has	 in	 the	 past	 composed	

paintings	 from	 locally	 printed	 chapbooks,	 available	 in	 small	 stationery	 shops	 or	 sold	 on	

roadsides	 by	 peddlers.115	 This	 has	 been	 a	 part	 of	 his	 attempts	 to	 expand	 the	 scope	 and	

market	for	his	work.	And	it	is	in	this	exercise	that	one	can	begin	to	understand	the	process	

whereby	a	mythology	with	several	hundred	verses	gets	composed	as	a	painted	scroll.	

I	 used	 to	 purchase	 little	 story	 books	 which	 are	 locally	 printed	 here	 like	

Bhagwatam	 and	 Panchatantra.116	 Take	 the	 Bhagwatam;	 it	 is	 the	 story	

about	the	birth	of	Krishna.	Based	on	the	important	turns	in	the	story	I	start	

sketching	 the	 figures.	 Think	 of	 this	 scroll	 as	 a	 film	 roll.	 There	 is	 a	 main	

character,	there	are	then	the	side	characters,	there	are	places	and	there	is	

action.	 Jaise	 jaise	 kitab	mein	hota	hain,	mein	 story	utaarta	hoon	 (As	 the	

narrative	 progresses	 in	 the	 book,	 I	 extract	 it	 on	 canvas).	 So	 if	 there	 is	 a	

person	who	 knows	 the	Bhagwatam	 story,	 these	 figures	will	 start	making	

sense	then.”		

The	 key	 term	 I	would	 like	 to	 expound	 here	 on	 is	 ‘utaarna’	which	 literally	means	 ‘to	 take	

down’	or	‘to	take	off’,	or	as	I	have	transcribed	it	as	‘extract’;	but	it	is	also	used	in	the	context	

when	 something	 is	 being	 reproduced	 on	 another	 surface.	 “Nakkal	 utaarna”	 refers	 to	

‘making	a	copy’,	while	“utaarna”	refers	to	a	kind	of	‘transferring	from	one	plane	to	another’,	

as	 in	 the	 sentence	 “kalakaar	 ne	 prakriti	 ke	 suandarya	 ko	 apne	 chitr	 mein	 bareekhi	 se	

utaara”,	which	means	‘the	artist	was	successful	in	extracting	the	essence	of	nature	through	

the	 details	 in	 her	 painting.’	 So	 the	 closest	 I	 can	 come	 to	 express	 the	 idea	 of	 ‘utaarna’	 is	

through	a	kind	of	 ‘extraction’.	 In	this	 light,	Vaikuntam	extracts	from	a	text	not	 its	content,	

																																																													
115	 For	 a	 discussion	 on	 how	 chapbooks	 have	 historically	 facilitated	 the	 circulation	 of	 cultural	 artefacts,	 see	
Servan-Schreiber,	 “Teller	 of	 Tales,	 Seller	 of	 Tales:	 Bhojpuri	 Peddlers	 in	 Northern	 India,	 in	 Markovits	 at	 al.	
Society	and	Circulation:	Mobile	People	and	Itinerant	Cultures	in	South	Asia	1750-1950.		
	
116	The	Panchatantra	is	a	collection	of	inter-related	animal	fables	told	in	verse	and	prose,	believed	to	be	
composed	by	Vishnu	Sharma	around	3	BC.		
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but	its	narrative	flow,	in	the	form	‘characters-in-action’	which	then	become	cues	for	the	way	

in	which	the	story	progresses.			

It	 is	 here	 that	Vaikuntam’s	 reference	 to	 the	under-drawing	as	naqsha	 or	 a	map	or	 a	plan	

begins	 to	 take	on	 significance.	While	 the	under-drawing	 is	 the	nakkal	 or	a	 scribal	 copy	or	

edition	of	the	oral	narrative,	it	is	also	a	naqsha	or	map	because	it	is	after	all	only	the	outline	

or	the	scaffolding	or	the	design	of	the	story.	But	then	again,	while	naqsha	is	the	map	which	

guides	 the	 listener	within	 the	narrative	universe	of	 the	 story/epic,	 the	 term	also	 captures	

the	 methodology	 of	 the	 artist.	 The	 skill	 and	 expertise	 of	 the	 naqqashi	 artist	 lies	 in	 the	

embellishments	 and	 details	 which	 he	 bestows	 on	 the	 nakkal	 or	 under-drawing	 through	

colour,	garments	and	 jewellery	of	 the	characters.	The	composition	of	 the	nakkal,	which	 is	

outline	of	the	figures	and	objects,	 then	becomes	a	naqsha	or	map	for	artist,	which	guides	

him	 in	 rendering	 the	 correct	 and	 appropriate	 aesthetics	 to	 each	 of	 the	 figures,	 to	 evolve	

them	 into	actors	and	players	 in	a	mythology.	The	nakkal	then	 in	every	way	 is	 intended	to	

become	 the	naqsha	 for	 the	artist.	 I	 believe	 that	 it	 is	 this	 function	of	 ‘mapping’	which	not	

only	 situates	 itself	 within,	 but	 also	 allows	 the	 merger	 of	 the	 narrative	 and	 its	 visual	

technique.		As	Thangavelu	notes,		

The	 audience...	 rarely	 have	 (a)	 level	 of	 investment	 in	 the	 paintings,	 and	

they	 therefore	 do	 not	 scrutinize	 the	 painted	 narratives	 with	 the	 same	

degree	of	vigilance	as	do	the	story-tellers...	From	the	perspective	of	the	lay	

audience,	 the	painting	of	 the	Madel	Puranam	was	never	meant	 to	 stand	

alone:	 it	was	designed	 to	be	used	 in	 conjunction	with	 the	oral	narrative,	

and	it	came	alive	through	the	exegesis	that	was	furnished	by	its	story-teller	

owners	(Thangavelu	1998:	129).	

Two	features	are	important	here	–	one,	the	panels	which	divide	the	visual	narrative	of	the	

scroll,	 and	 two,	 the	 times	 when	 story-tellers	 physically	 refer	 to	 the	 scroll.	 In	 the	 case	 of	

panels,	 the	way	 in	which	the	narrative	 is	broken	 into	several	asha	or	 lines	corresponds	to	

the	significant	episodes	in	the	narrative	or	to	the	way	in	which	story-tellers	decide	to	break	

their	 performance	 into	 ‘acts’.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 physical	 reference	 to	 the	 scroll,	 while	 a	

figure	in	the	scroll,	which	is	eternally	captured	in	the	middle	of	a	specific	action,	serves	as	a	

mnemonic	device	for	the	story-teller,	for	the	audience	the	physical	reference	is	a	cue	to	tell	
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them	that	 they	are	supposed	to	 locate	 the	oral	narrative	within	 that	panel	or	 figure,	until	

further	intimation	from	the	story-teller.					

It	 is	this	technique	–	of	using	the	visual	composition	simultaneously	as	a	mnemonic	device	

and	as	some	sort	of	bioscope	–	which	Vaikuntam	employs	when	he	adorns	the	role	of	story-

teller/writer.	 In	a	way	this	also	alludes	 to	 the	way	 in	which	 the	material	conditions	of	 the	

relations	between	story-tellers	and	artists	through	the	nakkal	stage	provides	a	space	for	a	

kind	 of	 cognitive	 osmosis	 that	 allows	 knowledge	 and	 skill	 to	 flow	 from	 one	 to	 another.	

Moreover	Vaikuntam	had	frequently	insisted	that	the	vocabulary	which	naqaashi	art	claims	

as	 their	 own	 is	 intrinsically	 linked	 to	 the	 bardic	 tradition	 of	 the	 region,	 where	 narratives	

practices	 have	 transformed	 stories	 into	 the	 collective	 memory.	 It	 is	 the	 subliminal	

knowledge	of	these	episodes	and	narratives	in	the	mind	of	the	artist	that	inadvertently	take	

some	 form	 of	 expression.	 Even	 though	 the	 collective	 memory	 of	 these	 narratives	 and	

practices	 do	 not	 actively	 occupy	 Vaikuntam	 or	 other	 artists	 in	 this	 craft,	 he	 is	 certainly	

engendered	by	them.	As	Malik	writes,		

The	 idea	on	which	 this	approach	primarily	 rests	 is	 that	of	 intertextuality.	

The	basic	 idea	behind	the	notion	of	the	intertext	or	 intertextuality	 is	that	

any	communicative	situation	in	 language,	be	it	verbal,	written	or	visual	 is	

primarily,	interactive	or	dialogic:	dialogic	not	only	in	the	sense	of	invoking	

an	interchange	between	two	parties,	as	in	a	conversation,	but	in	the	sense	

in	which	 all	 “utterances”	 can,	 in	 fact,	 be	 considered	 to	 be	 polyphonic	 in	

nature,	 that	 is,	 “they	 ‘echo’	 and	 ‘reverberate’	 other	 utterances	 (Malik	

2005:	73).	

	

IV. DETAILING	AND	ODUPU	

Once	the	outlines	are	rendered,	then	begins	the	task	of	filling	the	bright	red	background	of	

the	scroll,	namely	every	miniscule	inch	of	the	canvas,	which	is	not	quarantined	by	the	gerua	

outlines.		

The	colour	for	the	background	–	namely	the	surface	of	the	canvas	that	 is	not	occupied	by	

actors	and	their	actions	–	 is	prepared	by	mixing	the	red	engleekum	with	an	orange	colour	
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called	chandram.	Two	coats	of	this	colour	are	applied	to	ensure	a	density	and	consistency	of	

the	colour.	The	resultant	 is	a	kind	of	red,	which	was	only	slightly	 lighter	than	engeleekum,	

and	 only	 slightly	 darker	 than	 the	 orange.	 Vaikuntam	 was	 very	 categorical	 when	 he	

mentioned	to	me	that	once	a	painting	 is	complete	 it	 is	 imperative	that	there	shouldn’t	be	

even	a	dot	on	the	canvas	that	is	without	colour.	This	is	one	of	the	more	monotonous	tasks	in	

the	production	process,	and	as	we	have	seen,	artists	usually	allocate	this	to	their	assistants,	

namely	 their	 apprentices,	 wives	 and	 children;	 this	 becomes	 a	 part	 of	 the	 process	 of	

transmission	of	skill	within	members	of	the	family	and	apprentices.		

	

	

The	‘churning	of	the	ocean’	scene,	only	with	the	red	background.	16	July	2013	
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Details	and	colour	begin	to	occupy	the	different	parts	of	the	canvas.	20	July	2013	

Once	the	background	is	covered	in	red,	the	next	step	is	to	start	applying	colours	within	the	

white	 spaces,	 such	 as	 colouring	 the	 skin,	 garments	 and	 jewellery	 of	 the	 figures	 and	 any	

other	animate	or	inanimate	objects	within	the	scroll.	At	this	stage	only	solid	coats	of	colour	

are	applied	without	any	details,	 like	 folds	 in	 the	skin	and	garments.	 It	 is	also	at	 this	 stage	

where	one	 confronts	 the	 absence	of	 any	 kind	of	 shading	 involved	 in	 the	work.	 It	 is	while	

filling	colour	for	the	skin	that	the	artist	makes	silhouettes	of	the	nose	and	the	lips.	Until	then	

all	the	figures	only	have	hollow	ovals	for	heads.		

One	stylistic	trait	that	this	style	of	painting	shares	with	other	regional	forms,	namely	phad	

paintings	 from	 Rajasthan,	 patachitra	 from	 Bengal	 and	 Orissa,	 kalamkari	 and	

Tollubommalatha	(shadow	puppetry)		in	coastal	Andhra,	is	that	all	the	figures	are	in	profile,	

which	was	very	insightfully	explained	to	me	by	Vaikuntam,	

Most	 of	 our	 figures’	 faces	 are	 in	 profile.	 This	 is	 because	 the	 viewer	 is	

supposed	 to	 see	 the	 action	 as	 it	 is	 happening.	Most	 of	 the	 action	 in	 the	

scrolls	 is	 about	 dialogue	 or	 action	 between	 people.	 If	 figures	 are																					

front-facing	 it	will	not	be	possible	to	show	them	in	dialogue	or	any	other	
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engagement;	that	way	the	viewer	can	see	both	the	parties	–	whether	they	

are	talking	or	fighting	one	another,	or	walking.	It	is	to	align	the	perspective	

of	the	viewer	and	the	action.	The	torsos	of	the	characters	are	however	in	

full	view,	so	that	the	decor	on	them	is	fully	visible.	

It	 was	 interesting	 to	 note	 how	 Vaikuntam	 was	 alluding	 to	 an	 understanding	 of	 time	

embedded	 in	 these	 compositions.	 Vaikuntam’s	 idea	 that	 the	 viewer	 is	 supposed	 to	 be	

witnessing	all	 that	 is	 ‘happening’	 between	 the	people	 in	 the	 scroll	 is	 conterminous	 to	 the	

way	 in	which	most	oral	narratives	are	 ‘told’,	viz.,	 in	a	present-continuous	tense	as	 if	these	

events	are	unfolding	right-here,	right-now	in	front	of	the	audience.	As	Malik	notes,		

The	narrative	is	Devnarayan,	and,	vice	versa,	Devnarayan	is	manifest	in	the	

spoken	 narrative.	 The	 presence	 of	 the	 god	 is	 spread	 over	 the	 entire	

narrative,	 in	 each	 of	 its	 utterances	 and	 episodes.	 Devnarayan	 moves	

through	 each	 instance	 of	 the	 narrative	 while	 at	 the	 same	 time	 being	

created	through	it	(Malik	2005:	137).		

In	 a	 similar	 vein,	 Goswamy	 claims	 that	 one	 can	 see	 dramatic	 reflections	 of	 the	 nature	 of	

time	 when,	 while	 sculpting	 portraits,	 the	 artist	 does	 not	 attempt	 to	 present	 what	 is	

understood	‘as	realism’,	the	outward	aspects	of	the	appearance	of	an	individual	(Goswamy	

1998).	 The	 artist	 rather	 ‘represents’	 what	 can	 be	 roughly	 called	 lakshanas,	 characteristic	

attributes,	 “that	 fall	 more	 in	 the	 realm	 of	 iconography	 than	 of	 the	 making	 of	 specific	

recognizable	 images”	 (Goswamy	1998:	5).	The	artist	 then	doesn’t	 feel	 the	need	to	 impute	

importance	to	physical	detail	of	appearance	which	is	contingent	on	time,	but	rather	portrays	

characteristic	that	make	the	individual	recognizable,	and	outside	the	cycle	of	time.117	

It	 is	through	such	a	representation	of	and	discourse	within	‘a	continuous	temporality’	that	

the	 compositions	 within	 the	 scroll,	 accompanied	 with	 oral	 re-telling,	 dismiss	 history	 as	 a	

memory	of	the	‘past’	and	re-define	 it	as	a	creative	process	 in	the	present.	Speaking	about	

diverse	genres	of	historical	writing	prevalent	in	pre-colonial	South	Asia,	ranging	from	highly	

																																																													
117	The	concept	of	lakshana	resembles	the	Sufi	idea	of	firasa,	which	refers	to	physiognomy,	care	of	the	self	and	
the	role	of	portraiture	 in	detecting	virtue.	See	Eaton’s	discussion	on	this	physiognomic	treatise	 in	“A	flash	of	
recognition	on	how	not	to	be	governed:	Physiognomy,	divination,	and	ethnographic	art	in	India,	1780-1840”,	in	
Anthropology	and	Aesthetics,	No.	53/54	(Spring	–	Autumn	2008),	pp.	244-265.	
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stylized	to	simple	prose,	Rao	et	al.	suggest	that	it	is	by	reading	into	the	‘internal	structure’	of	

a	 narrative,	 namely	 its	 texture,	 that	 one	 can	 begin	 to	 appreciate	 the	 way	 in	 which	

knowledge	is	not	only	collectively	uncovered	and	authenticated,		

New	linguistic	terrains	are	explored	in	order	to	write	history,	whereby	the	

vocabulary	 is	 extremely	 intensified,	 but	 yet	 its	 effect	 is	 an	 extension	 of	

what	was	 felt	 in	 the	known	world.	 	The	kavya	mode	translates	the	event	

into	visible	and	audible	experiences.118	Within	its	narrative	consciousness,	

it	is	depicting	something	that	is	‘real’,	owing	to	the	way	in	which	the	event	

is	opened	up	for	it	to	play	before	the	audience	–	the	object	looms	before	

us,	 tactile,	noisy,	 truly	terrifying	 in	 its	destructive	power.	 It	 is	 the	craft	of	

creating	details	that	gives	the	effect	of	truth.	Hyper-realism	is	then	not	just	

about	exaggeration,	but	about	reality	being	richly	reported,	imagined	and	

remembered.	History	 then	 turns	a	 situation	 inside	out,	 revealing	not	 just	

the	external	or	manifest	 structures,	but	also	allowing	 the	 internal	voices,	

the	on-going	conflicts,	the	dilemmas,	and	the	general	process	of	unfolding	

to	 be	 given	 	 a	 place	 in	 the	 narrative	 experience.	 Voice	 is	 then	 given	 to	

people’s	 inner	 conversations,	 which	 enrich	 or	 recontextualize	 the	 dry	

details	of	‘what	happened?’	and	‘how	did	it	come	to	that?’	The	historian	is	

not	just	happy	to	narrate	bare	details.	He	wants	people	to	feel	the	shock	of	

the	event.	The	event	is	then	a	not	static	representation,	but	a	provocation	

into	 the	presencing	of	characters	and	scenes	 from	the	narrative”	 (Rao	et	

al.	2001:	123).	

Once	the	outlines	of	characters	and	objects	in	the	painting	are	filled	with	their	base	colours,	

it	 is	now	time	 for	 the	artist	 to	start	detailing	 the	painting.	This	begins	with	what	we	have	

already	encountered	before,	the	addageetallu.	 ‘Adda’	means	‘half’,	while	 ‘geetal’	refers	to	

lines.	As	the	name	suggests,	these	are	small	black	lines	which	are	made	over	the	jewellery	

worn	by	characters	or	animals	in	the	painting;	the	idea	is	to	create	an	impression	of	precious	

stones	embedded	 in	 the	 jewellery.	 The	 jewellery	 includes	kirrittum	 (crown)	 in	 the	 case	of	

gods,	 goddesses,	 kings,	 queens	 and	 important	 demons;	 necklaces;	waist-bands;	 bracelets,	

armlets	and	anklets.	The	colour	of	the	jewellery	is	usually	pevdi	yellow	or	white,	so	that	the	
																																																													
118	Kavya		refers	to	highly	stylized	poetry	
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addageetallu	 could	 have	 its	 profound	 effect.	 Vaikuntam	 informed	 me	 that	 this	 stylistic	

effect	to	render	jewellery	was	unique	only	to	the	Telangana	art	form.			

The	addageetallu	marks	the	first	step	in	the	detailing	of	the	painting.	From	here	Vaikuntam	

proceeds	to	embellish	the	garments	with	a	few	designs.	The	first	is	fine	lines	along	the	folds	

of	 the	 fabric	–	usually	borders	of	sarees	and	dhotis.	Depending	upon	the	prominence	and	

context	 of	 the	 characters,	 these	 could	 be	 black	 (in	 the	 case	 of	 Brahmin	 priests	 who	 are	

supposed	to	be	more	modestly	dressed)	or	yellow	(in	the	case	of	gods	and	goddesses,	kings	

and	 queen	who	 are	more	 gaudily	 attired).	 This	 visual	 element,	 he	 claimed,	 added	 to	 the	

brilliance	and	resplendence	of	the	character.		

Referring	to	the	 ‘shimmer’	produced	 in	early	nineteenth	century	 Indo-Islamic	north	 Indian	

paintings,	which	colonial	officials	classified	as	‘bright	pigments’,	Eaton	critiques	the	latter’s	

view	saying	that	‘shimmer’	was	critical	to	the	aesthetic	rationale:		

[T]he	 shimmer	exists	 at	 the	edge	of	 colour.	 The	 shimmer	 is	 also	 a	 spiritual	

version	of	 the	neutral	 –	 subtle,	 exquisite,	 beyond	grisaille,	 the	nuance,	not	

the	 paradigm,	 silence	 as	 a	 tactic	 to	 outplay	 speech	 at	 the	 borderline	 of	

thought…	 The	 shimmer	 is	 subtle,	 burnished;	 it	 is	 not	 analogous	 with	 the	

passage	‘from	dull	to	brilliant’	(Eaton	2012:		75).	

After	paying	attention	to	the	folds	 in	textiles,	the	artist	draws	his	attention	to	the	body	of	

the	 fabric,	 which	 in	 the	 case	 of	 prominent	 characters	 also	 needs	 to	 be	 embellished.	 The	

colours	 in	which	the	designs	are	rendered	are	supposed	to	contrast	and	stand	out	against	

the	colour	of	the	fabric;	so	a	lady	in	a	bright	green	saree	would	have	yellow	designs	along	

the	body	of	 the	 cloth.	 I	 noticed	 two	 kinds	of	 such	embellishments	 –	one,	 tiny	white	dots	

along	the	heads	of	women	to	denote	the	tikli	or	head	jewellery,	and	two,	dots	to	adorn	the	

garments.	However	what	I	am	calling	and	in	fact	perceived	as	‘dots’	has	a	name	within	the	

practice,	chukallu,	which	 in	 Telugu	 refers	 to	 ‘stars’,	which	 given	 the	 context	 in	which	 it	 is	

used,	as	embellishments,	is	most	befitting.		
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Vaikuntam	rendering	the	chakallu	on	characters	within	a	story	

	

You	can	tell	 that	the	artist	 is	nearing	completion	of	the	work	when	he	begins	to	trace	the	

contours	of	all	the	figures	and	objects	on	the	canvas	with	black	suit	or	what	is	called	sairatta	

or	 writing	 in	 black,	 using	 only	 the	 squirrel	 hair	 brush.	 Apart	 from	 circumnavigating	 the	

perimeter	of	each	animate	and	inanimate	object	in	the	painting,	the	black	suit	is	applied	to	

render	the	folds	 in	the	body,	 like	elbows,	palms	and	neck;	the	eyebrows	and	eyes;	 fingers	

and	toes.	Vaikuntam	explained,	

Sairatta	always	 comes	at	 the	end.	You	 see	 these	are	water	 colours;	 they	

dry	quickly.	Moreover	because	of	the	way	we	treat	the	cloth,	the	colours	

are	meant	 to	get	 absorbed.	 It	 is	only	 after	 the	 colour	of	 the	 clothes	and	

skin	dry	 that	we	apply	 the	black	 lines.	 If	 the	black	outline	 is	 applied	 first	

and	then	other	colours,	one	would	have	to	be	very	careful,	and	it	would	be	

tedious	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 the	 colour	 of	 the	 skin	 and	 clothes	 does	 not	

touch	or	spill	upon	the	black,	otherwise	the	black	would	get	 lost.	Even	in	



290	
	

the	 case	 of	 the	 addageetallu	 on	 jewellery,	 the	 black	 lines	 have	 to	 come	

only	after	the	white	or	yellow	has	been	filled.	How	else	will	you	show	the	

effect	of	 jewellery?	This	would	not	be	the	case	if	we	were	using	fabric	or	

acrylic	paint,	because	even	if	a	colour	spills	on	another,	neither	of	them	is	

lost.	But	neither	 fabric	nor	acrylic	 can	yield	 the	kind	of	 tone	and	 texture	

which	the	water	colours	which	we	use	can.119	

As	mentioned	on	a	 few	occasions	before,	 this	 is	where	 the	genius,	 skill	and	experience	of	

the	 artist	 are	 demonstrated.	 It	 is	 indeed	 the	 fineness	 of	 the	 black	 outlines	 that	 render	 a	

certain	 amount	 of	 energy	 and	 seduction	 to	 the	 forms	 in	 the	 painting.	 Vaikuntam	 was	

extremely	steady	and	swift	as	his	hand	used	to	guide	the	brush	along	the	contours	of	 the	

figures.	Because	the	black	suit	had	a	particular	sheen	to	its	texture,	it	would	act	as	an	agent	

to	a)	extract	 individual	 figures	and	objects	out	of	 the	 red	background,	 and	b)	 contain	 the	

energy	 of	 each	 figure	 and	 object	 within	 its	 contours	 and	 separate	 it	 from	 another.	 The	

closest	 description	which	 I	 felt	 captures	 the	dexterity	with	which	Vaikuntam	breathes	 life	

into	his	characters	 is	one	provided	by	Ingold	in	Lines:	a	brief	history,	where	he	talks	about	

the	brilliance	of	Chinese	calligraphy.	He	says,	

…	[I]n	Chinese	writing	the	coherence	of	the	character	lies	in	the	movement	

by	which	it	is	drawn.	Arrest	the	movement,	and	the	character	disintegrates	

(Ingold	2007:	135).	

Ingold	in	fact	views	the	line	drawn	by	a	calligrapher	as	a	trace	of	the	“delicate	gesture	of	the	

hand	 that	 holds	 the	 brush”	 (Ingold	 2007:	 131).	 	 This	 ‘gesture’	 or	 hand	movement,	 Ingold	

claims,	is	inspired	from	the	way	in	which	the	artist	observes	movement	and	flow	within	the	

environment	 around	 him	 (Ingold	 2007).	While	 Ingold	 speaks	 specifically	 about	 the	 art	 of	

Chinese	 calligraphers,	 his	 treatise	 on	 this	 art	 attempting	 to	 reproduce	 the	 rhythms	 and	

movement	 of	 the	 world	 beckons	 him	 to	 infer	 that	 “these	 master	 calligraphers,	 while	

ostensibly	writing,	were	also	drawing	what	they	observed”	(Ingold	2007:	133).			

																																																													
119	 In	 Kalamkari	 paintings,	 temple	 cloth-hanging	 from	 the	 Andhra	 region,	 however,	 the	 black	 outlines	 are	
sketched	 first,	 and	 then	 colours	 are	 filled.	 This	 is	 primarily	because	kalamkari	 paintings	use	 vegetable	dyes,	
which	are	stead-fast	and	are	retained	by	the	cloth	which	is	treated	with	a	mixture	of	milk	and	fruit	pulp.	Once	
the	black	outlines	are	traced	on	the	cloth	they	remain	and	do	not	get	lost	even	with	subsequent	colouring.		
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Vaikuntam	rendering	the	sairatta	on	a	painting	

	

Correspondingly,	owing	 to	 the	 ‘scribal’	nature	of	 the	scroll	 compositions,	we	have	already	

observed	 that	 Vaikuntam,	 ‘while	 ostensibly	 drawing,	 was	 also	 writing’.	 	 Moreover,	 given	

that	it	is	this	stage	–	the	dextrous,	swift	and	delicate	tracing	of	figures	through	black	outlines	

–	 that	 determines	 the	 sophistication	 of	 an	 artist,	 the	 writing	 and	 the	 artist	 are	mutually	

constituted	by	each	other	in	this	process.	To	apply	Ingold’s	proposition,	

	

[W]riting	 is	 not	 merely	 a	 means	 for	 the	 communication	 of	 messages	 or	

ideas…	(it)	is	oneself	on	paper.	If	you	are	successful,	your	writing	reassures	

you;	 if	 it	fails	you,	the	constant	visual	reminder	of	your	failure	is	there	to	

remind	 you...	 When	 writing	 fails,	 it	 is	 experienced	 not	 as	 a	 failure	 of	

technology	or	a	mechanical	breakdown,	but	as	a	crisis	of	the	whole	person	

(Ingold	2007:	146).	
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Further,	Castaneda	too	notes	that	writing	in	Maya	culture	is	allied	with	inscription,	carving	

and	painting,	whereby	 these	are	not	 seen	merely	as	 instruments	 to	articulate	knowledge,	

but	 constitute	 knowledge	 in	 themselves.	 The	 artist-scribe,	 Castaneda	 claims,	 was	 the	

recorder	of	Maya	history	and	religious	tenets,	and	hence	endowed	with	a	sacred	character,	

like	‘priest-historian’	(Castaneda	2004:	37).	

	

The	naqqashi	artists’	 engagement	with	 the	 structure	 and	 content	of	 the	narrative	 then	 is	

framed	by	their	skill	at	manifesting	the	‘word’	and	‘sound’	into	a	powerful	image.	It	was	this	

‘power’	 in	 the	 image	 that	 Vaikuntam	 called	 odupu.	 The	 reason	 the	 fineness	 of	 the	 black	

outlines	or	sairatta	determines	the	genius	of	the	artist	is	precisely	because	whether	or	not	a	

figure	has	odupu	depends	upon	the	delicacy	and	elegance	of	these	thin	trails.	As	Vaikuntam	

explained,	

	

Odupu	is	a	quality.	The	grace	and	impact	of	a	figure	lies	in	its	odupu.	Every	

character	on	the	scroll	is	supposed	to	display	some	traits;	those	traits	are	

visible	 only	 when	 the	 artist	 is	 able	 to	 give	 odupu	 in	 his	 work.	 This	 is	

achieved	from	the	way	in	which	the	body	of	the	figure	sways,	the	grace	in	

which	she	or	he	adorns	the	garments,	and	the	brilliance	of	the	 jewellery.	

Odupu	 lies	 in	 the	 finer	 details,	 which	 take	 up	most	 of	 one’s	 time	 while	

painting.		

	

I	remember	coming	upon	this	concept	at	a	moment	while	 its	conception	was	in	fact	being	

sought.	 Vaikuntam	 would	 periodically	 step	 away	 from	 his	 table,	 and	 look	 at	 the	 overall	

image	 in	a	somewhat	panoramic	way.	 It	was	on	enquiry	 that	he	revealed,	“to	check	 if	 the	

image	 is	 alive…	 we	 call	 this	 odupu.”	 This	 action	 of	 Vaikuntam	 stepping	 away	 from	 his	

painting	 and	 giving	 it	 an	 occasional	 look	 is	 something	 that	 reverberates	 with	 probably	

anyone	who	has	ever	used	her	hands	to	create	or	embellish	something	–	be	 it	a	sketch,	a	

painting	or	sculpture,	colouring	a	wall,	making	a	paper	boat	or	animal,	applying	make-up.	All	

of	these	endeavours	will	find	the	subject	ceasing	to	focus	on	the	particular	and	take	a	step	

back	to	ensure	that	the	overall	structure	or	effect	is	being	expressed.	It	was	only	after	I	was	

made	conscious	of	this	very	‘unconscious’	gesture,	that	I	was	made	conscious	or	cognizant	
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of	Vaikuntam	pausing	intermittently	in	the	middle	of	his	work	in	progress,	drawing	himself	

back,	titling	his	head	to	an	angle,	and	taking	a	look	at	the	‘complete	picture’.			

	

Also	 encountered	 by	 Thangavelu,	 odupu	 as	 described	 by	 the	 C	 P	 Brown	 Telugu-English	

Dictionary	 is	an	activity	of	 ‘catching’	or	 ‘seizing’	or	grasping	something	–	 ‘like	a	snake	that	

missed	 what	 it	 has	 aimed	 at’.	 It	 is	 an	 ‘attempt’,	 to	 ‘seize’,	 to	 ‘gain’	 and	 ‘profit’	 even	 by	

‘expedience	or	trickery’	(Thangavelu	1998).	Odupu	therefore	does	not	refer	to	any	kind	final	

or	ultimate	fruition	or	completion,	but	rather	a	process	whereby	fruition	and	completion	are	

desirable.	From	the	meanings	which	the	word	alludes	to,	the	artist	is	constantly	looking	to	

find	 that	moment	when	 the	 forms	which	 she	 is	 articulating	 come	 closest	 to	 expressing	 a																											

life-force	in	them;	which	is	why	odupu	does	not	refer	to	the	artist	creating	a	life-force,	but	

the	life-force,	like	a	shuttle	in	a	loom	constantly	zooming	through	the	surface	of	the	weave,	

needs	 to	 be	 first	 identified	 and	 located,	 and	 then	 all	 the	 artist	 can	 do	 is	 to	 attempt	 to	

embellish	and	elaborate	on	that	moment.				

	

It	is	in	this	attempt	to	bring	forth	a	‘presence’	as	much	as	possible,	that	the	technical	genius	

of	 the	artist	 lies.	As	Vaikuntam	explains,	“odupu	 lies	 in	 the	 finer	details...	 in	garments...	 in	

jewellery”	which	take	up	the	bulk	of	the	artist’s	work.	The	artist	then	is	like	a	sorcerer	who	

needs	to	use	theatricality	–	the	intricacy	of	ornamentation	–	to	conjure	a	life-like	quality	in	

the	form	and	design.	It	is	what	Thangavelu	calls	“draughtsmanship	and	attentiveness”	of	the	

artist	that	“charges	his	figures	with	verve	and	emotion...	in	fact,	it	is	in	details	of	ornament	in	

which	 one	 looks	 for	 the	 signatory	 style	 of	 a	 family	 (or	 workshop)	 of	 artists”	 (Thangavelu	

1998:	24).		
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Thus	 returning	 to	 the	 initial	 discussion,	 even	 if	 the	 artists	 have	 no	 engagement	with	 the	

composition	 and	 content	 of	 the	 narrative,	 their	 skill	 –	 of	 bringing	 the	 images	 to	 life	 –	 is	

integral	for	the	ritual	investment	which	a	scroll	warrants.	As	noted	in	the	previous	chapter	

during	 the	 discussion	 about	 the	 patriarch	 being	 the	 signatory	 on	 the	 scroll,	 it	 is	 the	

households	of	artist’s	who	possess	this	kind	of	expertise	and	skill	that	have	been	historically	

sought	by	story-tellers	of	 the	 region.	The	 level	of	detail,	meticulousness	and	attentiveness	

which	distinguishes	a	family-workshop	of	artists	becomes	their	signature	style	which	is	what	

seeks	their	reputation	and	patronage.		

	

The	stage	of	tracing	the	under-drawing	or	nakkal	of	the	scroll	 is	then	a	creative	enterprise	

primarily	for	the	story-tellers,	who	have	to	pay	close	attention	to	the	structure	and	flow	of	

the	narrative	for	the	artist	to	be	able	to	trace	the	old	scroll	and	the	story-tellers’	dictation	

onto	a	new	canvas.	 It	 is	only	after	 the	under-drawing	has	been	complete,	 that	 the	actual	

task	 of	 the	artist	begins	–	 to	unveil	 life	 in	 the	outlines	and	 contours	by	veiling	 them	with	

detail	and	skill.		
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Usually	full-length	scrolls	do	not	bear	borders,	because	it	would	be	a	task	to	draw	straight	

line	along	the	full	length	of	the	scroll.	However	borders	are	made	on	smaller	size	‘paintings’.	

Borders	were	either	rendered	by	dipping	a	string	 into	gerua	and	 leaving	 its	 impression	on	

the	cloth,	but	mostly	Vaikuntam	uses	a	wooden	stick.	The	borders,	which	act	as	a	frame	for	

the	 painting,	 usually	 consist	 of	 one	 base	 colour,	 over	which	 small	motifs	 are	 sequentially	

arranged.	These	are	usually	either	intricate	floral	designs	or	pittakullu,	meaning	feet	prints	

of	small	birds.				

	

Vanaja	working	on	the	borders	of	a	painting	

	

The	brush	touches	the	canvas	one	last	time	to	leave	the	mark	of	the	artist	–	his	signature.	

Using	the	black	suit,	Vaikuntam	signs	his	name	in	Telugu	sometimes	along	with	the	English	

calendar	year	on	the	bottom	right	corner	of	a	painting.	Historically	artists	have	always	left	

their	impression	on	their	work	by	signing	it	off.	To	reiterate	what	has	already	been	said	of	
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the	artist’s	signature;	 first,	 it	was	not	so	much	about	the	signatory	being	male	as	much	as	

being	the	patriarch	of	the	household;	second,	it	was	through	the	presence	of	the	patriarch	

that	 the	 ‘design’,	 ‘detail’	 and	 skilled	 draughtsmanship	 of	 the	 entire	 household	 was	

recognized	and	acknowledged.	

The	objective	of	carrying	the	‘author’s	name’,	as	we	have	already	discussed,	was	then	not	to	

trace	 the	 ‘work’	 to	 a	 singular	 and	 unique	 source;	 in	 fact	 these	 artist	 inscriptions	 can	 be	

viewed	as	 fulfilling	a	 certain	historical	 function,	of	 	being	 records.	As	Vaikuntam	 informed	

me,	and	as	is	evident	from	an	early	specimen	which	dates	back	to	the	seventeenth	century,	

housed	 in	 the	Salar	 Jung	Musuem	collection,	 completed	 scrolls	bore	 inscriptions	made	by	

the	artists	 furnishing	 the	names	of	donors	who	paid	 for	 the	commission	of	 the	 scroll,	 the	

story-tellers	who	commissioned	the	scroll,	 the	artists	who	made	the	scroll,	witnesses	who	

were	present	when	the	scroll	was	taken	and	the	name	of	the	village	where	the	scroll	was	

made,	along	with	the	date	when	ownership	of	the	scroll	was	taken	from	the	artist’s	studio.		

	

Vaikuntam’s	signature	encircled	in	pink	
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In	 an	 attempt	 to	 recover	 historical	 narratives	 from	 seventeenth	 and	 eighteenth	 century	

South	 India,	 Rao	 et	 al.	 look	 at	kaifiyats	 –	 accounts	 developed	 by	 village	 clerks	 containing	

details	of	the	villages:	their	agricultural	products,	history	of	temple	donations,	transcriptions	

of	epigraphical	 records,	and	genealogies	of	 local	 families	 (Rao	et	al.	2001).	Because	of	 the	

fairly	matter	of	fact	style	in	which	they	were	written,	which	fell	outside	of	the	other	highly	

imaginative	 genres	 of	 Telugu	 literature,	 	 the	 colonial	 administration	 spent	 a	 considerable	

amount	of	time	relying	on	these	kaifiyats	for	collecting	historical	accounts.	In	this	sense	Rao	

does	not	consider	kaifiyats	as	a	genre	of	historical	writing,	but	rather	giving	rise	to	a	specific	

historiographical	mode,	namely	a	positivist	reading	undertaken	by	colonial,	and	later	Indian	

historians.	However	the	accountants	who	prepared	these	kaifiyats,	called	karanams,	were	

recognized	only	for	their	clerical	training,	rather	than	their	scholastic	leanings.	Not	only	did	

these	 karanams	 document	 particulars	 of	 a	 place	 which	 they	 transmitted	 from	 one	

generation	 to	 another,	 they	were	 instrumental	 in	 preserving	 records	 of	 social	 life	 around	

them.	 It	 is	 in	a	 similar	 vein	 that	 these	 scrolls	or	 jati	puranas	 not	only	 serve	as	alternative	

genres	 of	 historical	 representation,	 but	 the	 artists	 who	 create	 these	 images	 can	 also	 be	

considered	 creators	 of,	 what	 could	 be	 called	 libraries	 or	 archives	 of	 the	 multi-faceted	

societal	 relations	 –	 in	 which	 the	 economic	 was	 only	 one	 aspect	 –	 that	 existed	 between	

different	communities	and	villages,	since	the	village	where	the	scroll	was	produced	was	not	

always	where	it	was	performed.		

	

V. A	DIGITALLY	PRINTED	SCROLL	AT	NASHKAL		

What	is	most	interesting	is	that	after	this	elaborate	encounter	with	the	process	of	crafting	a	

patam,	the	one	that	I	came	across	during	the	Jambavantaru	Puranam	narrated	at	Nashkal	

was	almost	an	anti-thesis	of	everything	 that	has	been	described	and	discussed	 thus	 far	 in	

this	chapter.		What	is	unique	to	the	Jambavantaru	Puranam	scroll	painted	by	the	naqqashi	

community	 is	 that	 it	 is	 the	 only	 scroll	 of	 the	 jati	 puranas	 in	 Telangana	 that	 is	 horizontal	

(narrated	from	right	to	left),	but	what	made	the	scroll	of	this	particular	troupe	of	Dakkalollu	

artists	 particularly	 exciting	 was	 that	 the	 scroll	 was	 not	 cloth,	 but	 a	 digitally	 printed	 flex	

banner.	“The	cloth	scroll	usually	gets	destroyed	 in	the	rains.	This	one	 lasts	us	 longer”,	said	

Karnekanti	Krishna	Kant,	one	of	the	members	of	the	Dakkalollu	troupe.	
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This,	as	 I	 learnt,	 seems	 to	be	a	practice	which	story-telling	communities	across	 the	 region	

are	increasingly	turning	to.		Photographs	of	a	cloth	scroll	are	taken,	scanned,	digitally	pieced	

together,	and	then	colour-printed	on	a	flex	machine.	On	closer	examination,	one	could	see	

the	pixelated	texture	of	the	images,	and	the	“scroll”,	owing	to	its	sheen,	reflected	way	too	

much	light,	when	halogen	lamps	were	turned	on	during	performance.	The	current	location	

of	the	cloth	scroll	from	which	the	flex	one	was	produced,	was	unknown	to	the	story-tellers,	

or	 so	 they	 claimed.	All	 they	 knew	was	 that	 the	 scroll	was	 painted	by	 a	naqqashi	 artist	 in	

Wemblawada,	in	Karimnagar	district,	133	km	from	Nashkal.	

	

	

Digital	flex	scroll	used	at	a	Jambavantaru	Puranam	narration	at	Nashkal.	November	2013.	

It	may	be	worthwhile	 to	also	note	 that	 the	 story-tellers	might	not	 find	 it	 very	prudent	 to	

invest	in	commissioning	a	new	scroll	from	Vaikuntam	or	Nageshwar	which	as	we	mentioned	

earlier	may	cost	them	anything	between	Rs	20-25,000.	The	longevity	of	a	flex	print	in	their	

minds	 is	 far	more	 than	 a	 scroll	 made	 of	 cloth	 and	 painted	with	 water	 colours.	 As	 Karne	

Gopal,	one	of	the	principal	story-tellers	let	me	know,		
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To	us	it	doesn’t	make	a	difference.	A	patam	is	a	patam.	When	this	patam	

first	came	to	the	house	we	offered	 it	three	heaps	of	rice	and	sacrificed	a	

goat.	So	what	if	it	is	not	cloth.	It	is	the	source	of	our	livelihood.	The	patam	

is	after	all	home	for	all	the	gods	in	the	story	

As	already	discussed	above,	the	patam	was	made	of	materials,	namely	coarse	cotton	cloth	

and	water	 colours,	 that	were	 intended	 to	be	perishable.	 Like	most	mobile	 shrines,	 an	old	

and	 unusable	patam	 was	 generally	 ritually	 immersed	 in	 a	 river.	While	 this	 celebration	 of	

impermanence	is	substituted	with	the	consumption	of	a	durable	flex	scroll,	the	sacral	power	

of	the	scroll	is	nevertheless	not	lost,	as	long	as	it	is	“home	for	all	the	gods	in	the	story”.	Thus	

it	 is	 by	 virtue	of	 its	 surface	 being	 inscribed	with	 the	 narrative	 of	 the	 gods’	 lives,	 that	 the	

material	 ‘flex’	 is	 infused	with	 another	 kind	 of	materiality	 i.e.	 capable	 of	making	 the	 gods	

present.	And	as	long	as	the	gods	are	made	present	through	the	narrative	contained	in	the	

scroll,	 it	“is	the	source	of	 (their)	 livelihood.”	Thus	one	notices	how	changes	 in	the	material	

practices	 of	 this	 form	 –	 the	 physicality	 of	 the	 scroll	 and	 the	 technique	 of	 telling	 –	 stir	

narratives	that	shift	between	those	of	sustenance	and	change	on	the	one	hand,	and	those	of	

ownership	and	continuity	on	the	other.		

Historically,	adugukunetollu,	 the	collective	 term	 for	 community	of	 story-tellers,	 comprised	

of	groups	who	earned	a	 living	through	two	narrative	modes;	one,	by	composing	theatrical	

‘performances’	 (e.g.	 Bhagvatam	 by	 Chindu	Madigas),	 and	 second,	 using	 ‘descriptive	 and	

pictorial	maps’	to	only	narrate	stories	and	genealogies.	The	Dakkalollu	community	belongs	

to	the	latter.	Past	records	of	performances	have	documented	how	the	“main	singer	holds	a	

pointer	of	one	yard…	He	shows	the	figures	on	the	Patam	with	this	pointer	and	tells	the	story”	

(Sadanandam	 2008:	 91).	 While	 describing	 the	Madel	 Puranam	 performance	 during	 her	

fieldwork,	Thangavelu	observes,	“The	storytellers	wore	neither	makeup	nor	costumes,	but	

their	simple	white	shirts	and	white	dhotis	contrasted	vividly	with	 the	dull	 red	presence	of	

the	painted	scroll”	(Thangavelu	1998:	123).	
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The	Markendeya	Puranam	being	narrated	by	a	simply	dressed	Kunapooli-varu	narrator	in	1994.	

Source:	Archival	footage	from	Centre	for	Folk	and	Tribal	Studies,	Telugu	University,	Warangal	

campus.	

However,	this	particular	Jambavantaru	Puranam	narration	at	NAshkal	wasn’t	so	much	of	a	

narration	 as	 it	was	 a	 dance-drama	 rife	with	 colourful	 costumes,	 vigorous	 bodily	 gestures,	

painted	faces,	and	a	 ‘joker’,	who	wore	a	cowboy’s	hat,	and	sported	a	pink	face	and	a	 lush	

moustache.	As	Manalu	Gopal,	one	of	the	members	of	the	troupe	informed,		

Since	we	have	changed	 the	style	of	narration	we	needed	 the	 ‘joker’	as	a	

coordinator…	to	introduce	and	invite	different	roles	on	to	the	dais	and	also	

to	entertain	audience	

The	space	of	the	narration/performance	was	a	mandapa	(ritual	performance	space	enclosed	

by	pillars)	a	 few	meters	away	 from	the	Ramaswamy	Temple	which	 the	village	was	known	

for.	What	looked	like	a	colourful	canopy	of	a	tent	was	made	to	serve	as	a	facade	on	three	

sides.	Facing	the	space	where	the	audience	would	be	seated,	on	top	of	the	cloth	facade,	like	

a	second	layer,	was	the	Jambavantaru	Puranam	patam.	The	enclosed	space	within	served	as	

the	green-room	for	the	story-tellers,	where	they	would	attend	to	their	costumes	and	make-

up.	
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Mandapa	at	Nashkal.	November	2013	

Soon	 into	 the	 performance,	 the	 ‘stage’	 was	 occupied	 by	male	 actors	 in	 costume	 playing	

Brahma,	 Vishnu	 and	 Shiva,	 along	 with	 Adi	 Shakti	 (female	 power),	 and	 the	 jester.120	 The	

ornaments	 included	 shoulder	 decorations,	 crowns	 and	 necklaces	 of	 glittering	 tinsel	 and	

artificial	 beads.	 As	 opposed	 to	 two	 story-tellers,	 whose	 poetry,	 prose	 and	 songs	 don	 the	

voice	of	characters	depicted	on	the	scroll,	this	particular	narration	was	a	literal	illustration	of	

all	that	was	‘printed’	on	the	‘scroll’.		

Unlike	the	‘traditional’	format	where	simply	dressed	story-tellers	would	only	intermittently	

elude	the	audience	to	the	scroll	during	their	narration,	during	this	particular	narration,	the	

scroll	merely	served	as	a	backdrop,	to	which	no	reference	was	made,	something	which	we	

have	already	alluded	to	while	discussing	the	way	 in	which	the	 ‘flow	of	 the	narrative	 takes	

over	the	details	present	in	the	scroll’.		

																																																													
120	For	an	analysis	of	the	symbolic	milieu	of	the	figure	of	the	‘joker’	in	narrative	traditions	of	South	Asia,	see	
Shulman,	The	Wisdom	of	Poets,	2007.	
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It	 almost	 seemed	 like	 the	 characters	 and	 voices	 had	 ‘come	 out’	 of	 the	 scroll	 and	 were	

engaging	the	audience	not	in	a	‘real’	space	and	time,	but	rather	as	a	‘live	telecast’.	Then	why	

have	the	scroll?	Karnekanti	Yelamanda,	another	member	of	troupe	elaborated:	

We	 apply	 colour	 depending	 on	 the	 emotions	 and	 distinctiveness	 of	 the	

character	 as	 it	 is	 painted	 in	 the	 patam.	 If	 someone	 is	 playing	 role	 of	

Krishna,	he	should	wear	a	crown	and	ornaments,	carry	a	chakra	(wheel)	in	

his	hand,	if	it	is	Shakti,	she	carries	sulam	(trident).	We	do	our	make-up	and	

costumes	according	to	the	pictures	in	the	patam.	

	

Actors	from	the	Dakallolu	troupe	during	the	performance	at	Nashkal,	with	the	scroll	as	the	back-

drop.	Left	to	Rigth:	Jester,	Shiva	and	Adi	Shakti	

The	emergence	of	 these	new	stylistic	elements	points	 to	 the	possibility	of	 live	actors	as	a	

concrete	 expression	 of	 the	 content	 of	 the	 scroll.	 Without	 the	 theatrical	 rendition,	 the	

meaning(s)	of	the	images	then	do	not	reveal	themselves.	However	the	fact	that	the	physical	

appearances	 of	 the	 actors	 have	 to	 be	 proximate	 to	 the	 forms	 set	 out	 by	 the	 scroll	 does	
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suggest	 that	 both	 the	 new	and	 the	 old	 vocabularies	 transgress	 their	 boundaries	 by	 being	

dependant	on	each	other	for	their	full	expression	(Malik	2005).		

Within	 the	 Telangana	 region	 there	 are	 five	 sub-sects	 of	 bards	who	have	 been	 historically	

dependent	 on	 the	 Madiga	 community	 for	 their	 sustenance.	 These	 are	 Chindu,	 Asadi,	

Matangi,	Nukachanddyy	and	Dakkalollu.	Each	community	of	bards	narrates	the	jati	purana	

from	their	own	perspective,	and	each	adapts	a	style	of	narration	different	from	the	other.	

Of	 these	 Chindu	Madigas	 have	 a	 unique	 dramatic	 presentation	 called	Bhagvatam,	 which	

comprises	of	song	and	dance.	The	costumes,	make-up	and	dramatic	style	of	this	particular	

narration	by	the	Dakkalollus,	as	claimed	by	audience	present,	greatly	resembled	the	Chindu	

Bhagvatam.	One	of	the	members	within	the	audience	confirmed:		

The	Chindu	Bhagvatam	is	a	theatrical	form	that	 is	more	attractive	for	the	

audience.	That	is	why	these	people	too	have	started	borrowing	from	that	

style.	It	was	not	there	earlier.		

	

A	Chindu	Bhagvatam	troupe.	Source:	www.thehindu.com	

What	seems	then	to	be	appropriate	among	the	Dakkalollu	communities	who	borrow	styles	

and	media	 from	other	 traditions	 of	 narrative	 practices	 is	 to	 preserve	 some	 sort	 of	 visible	
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marker	 which	 might	 signify	 that	 they	 are	 indeed	 proponents	 of	 their	 own	 hereditary	

profession.	As	far	as	the	narrative-content	of	the	‘performance’	was	concerned,	it	was	true	

to	 the	 variation	 which	 has	 been	 historically	 chronicled	 by	 the	 Dakkalollus.	 When	 asked	

about	the	proximity	of	the	current	form	of	the	art-form	to	the	Chindu	Bhagvatam	style,	the	

troupe	insisted,		

Our	 story	 and	 the	way	 of	 telling	 the	 story	 are	 completely	 different.	 The	

Chindus	 have	 their	 own	 version	 of	 the	 Jambavantaru	 Puranam,	which	 is	

not	ours.	We’ve	changed	our	style	to	draw	more	audiences.		

The	 community	 of	 practitioners,	 like	 any	 other,	 is	 cognizant	 of	 the	 inadequacies	 that	 the	

market	economy	imbues	into	their	art-form.	The	engineering	of	sound	with	the	‘actual’	and	

‘real’	 image	 supersedes	 the	 complex	 reading	 of	 a	 painted	 scroll.	 As	 one	 of	 the	 troupe	

members	continued,	

Now	 cinemas	 are	 born.	 TVs	 have	 come.	 If	we	 don’t	 try	 and	make	 these	

stories	 entertaining	nobody	would	watch	 it.	We	have	 changed	 it	 to	 grab	

the	 attention	 of	 the	 audience.	 This	 happened	 around	 2000-2001.	 If	 we	

continued	 doing	 it	 the	 old	 way,	 nobody	 would	 listen.	 Despite	 several	

changes,	 like	 introducing	 the	 harmonium,	 costumes	 and	make-up,	 there	

are	still	that	many	people	who	are	interested	in	our	stories		

While	the	practice	allows	itself	to	morph	its	form,	this	process	stems	from	a	human	ability	to	

‘reject’	 but	 also	 a	 simultaneously	 ‘reclaim’	 the	 history	 of	 one’s	 positionality	 to	 a	 thing,	

person,	 practice	 or	 place.	 If	 one	 juxtaposes	 “our	 story	 and	 the	 way	 of	 telling…”	 and	

“changed	our	style”,	it	alludes	us	to	the	simple	truth	that	an	artistic	performance	cannot	be	

comprehended	 in	 isolation,	 without	 the	 lives	 of	 performers.	 The	 abjection	 of	 the	 latter	

causes	a	compression	on	the	contours	of	the	former,	but	in	effect	this	force	generates	the	

conditions	for	a	kind	of	creation.	

I	would	like	to	briefly	mention	here	that	while	I	was	intermittently	engaging	with	audiences	

during	 the	 performance,	 I	 observed	 that	 discussions	 around	 the	 legend	 of	 Jambavantaru	
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was	 interspersed	 with	 reference	 to	 Ambedkar.121	 James	 Pochaiah,	 a	 Madiga	 Christian,122	

present	in	the	audience	during	the	performance	highlighted,		

Because	 of	 Dr.	 Ambedkar,	 we	 are	 proud	 of	 our	 origin.	 We	 have	 no	

expectations	about	anything	new	from	the	government	to	help	us,	but	we	

respect	our	caste.	These	are	stories	that	I	have	been	listening	since	I	was	a	

child.	We	believe	in	them.	They	are	true	facts.	These	stories	tell	us	that	we	

should	 pray,	 serve	 more,	 expect	 less,	 believe	 in	 god	 and	 believe	 in	

ourselves.	When	we	feel	satisfied,	we	feel	happy.	When	we	are	happy,	we	

could	serve	or	help	the	needy.		

Thus	 jati	puranas,	as	‘social	texts’,	then	not	only	situate	individual	communities	in	relation	

to	each	other	through	ritual	and	occupational	roles,	but	also	inculcate	practices	of	reception	

through	which	communities,		as	listeners	of	the	Puranas,	reconcile	their	‘newer	histories’.	In	

this	particular	instance,	one	notices	how	the	affective	engagement	with	the	narrative	shifts	

from	 a	 focus	 on	 the	 legend	 of	 Jambavantaru	 to	 pride	 in	 a	 collective	 Dalit	 identity.	 The	

specific	 attributes	 of	 being	 a	 Madiga	 are	 then	 claimed	 through	 a	 more	 universalistic	

paradigm	 as	 it	 focuses	 on	 human	 life	 and	 emotions	 –	 of	 mercy,	 servitude	 and	 duty	

(Chatterjee	 2009).	 And	 it	 is	 within	 this	 universalistic	 paradigm	 that	 the	 figures	 of	

Jambavanturu	and	Ambedkar,	as	progenitor	and	as	leader	respectively,	merge	together.	

	

VI. CONCLUSION	

This	rather	elaborate	exercise	of	going	through	the	different	stages	 in	the	production	of	a	

piece	of	painting	is	by	no	way	to	claim	any	kind	of	exhaustive	description.	Just	like	a	scroll	

had	a	plethora	of	‘not-so-salient’	characters	and	features	whose	absence	would	render	the	

narrative	 incoherent,	 the	 above	 re-enactment	 in	writing	 presents	 very	 disjointed	 parts	 of	
																																																													
121	B	R	Ambedkar	was	a	politician,	lawyer	and	social	reformer	during	the	mid-twentieth	century.	Vehemently	
opposed	to	the	caste	system,	Ambedkar	advocated	for	 lower-caste	Hindus	to	 leave	the	religious	 fold.	 It	was	
under	his	leadership	and	intellectual	guidance	that	the	Dalit	movement	of	India	began	to	unfold.	
	
122	 The	history	of	 the	 lower-caste	 communities	 in	 India	 is	 also	punctuated	by	a	double	movement	–	one,	of	
conversions	to	Christianity,	 Islam	and	Buddhism	during	the	early	parts	of	the	twentieth	century	to	negotiate	
with	the	stigmas	of	the	 institutionalized	 ‘caste	system’	of	British	 India;	and,	two,	of	reasserting	ties	with	the	
community,	but	this	time	as	a	politically	conscious	collective,	as	Dalit,	to	address	a	history	of	social	exclusion	
through	legislative	and	democratic	mechanisms	in	post-independent	India.	
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the	narrative	of	creating	a	painting.	There	are	numerous	 little	 tasks	and	procedures	 to	be	

observed	 by	 the	 artists,	 and	 things	 to	 ‘look	 out	 for’	 –	 which	 contribute	 to	 the	 aesthetic	

appeal	 of	 the	 form	 –	most	 of	 which	 I	 am	 certain	 skipped	my	 eye.	 Thus	 reiterating	 what	

Jackson	has	said,	while	events	in	ordinary	life	are	stories	waiting	to	be	told,	there	are	always	

details	 in	 our	 everyday	 left	 to	 be	 observed	 and	 written	 about;	 never	 is	 an	 environment	

descriptively	exhausted	(Jackson	2012).	

My	 purpose	 to	 dwell	 on	 these	 details,	 and	 I	 can	 only	 hope	 that	 at	 this	 stage	 it	 is	 being	

remotely	 understood,	 is	 exactly	 this,	 to	 dwell	 on	 them;	 for	 it	 is	 these	 observable	 and	

unobservable	 details,	 these	 various	 named	 and	 un-named	 steps,	 these	 trials	 and	 errors,	

which	 constitutes	 moments	 that	 open	 up	 rather	 than	 seek	 closure	 to	 become	 part	 of	 a	

practice.	I	would	like	to	illustrate	this	by	narrating	one	last	instance.	It	was	mentioned	to	me	

that	prior	to	ready-made	varnish	available	in	the	market,	artists	used	to	prepare	varnish	at	

home;	varnish	 is	used	to	protect	 the	colour	and	prevents	 it	 from	fading.	The	recipe	was	a	

complex	procedure	that	involved	a	long	period	of	fermentation	of	a	cooked	mixture	of	oil,	

turpentine,	glue	and	two	kinds	of	solid	resin.	Padma	described	the	process	in	the	following	

way,	

Earlier	 we	 used	 to	 make	 the	 varnish	 at	 home.	 You	 take	 100	 ml	 of	 any	

cooking	 oil	 and	 200	 grams	 of	 googeelam	 (fossilized	 resin)	 in	 an	 earthen	

pot,	not	a	steel	utensil.	We	let	this	heat	for	half	an	hour.	The	googeelam	is	

supposed	to	blend	with	the	oil.	While	the	mixture	is	hot,	100	grams	rodana	

(pine	resin)	is	added	and	mixed	with	the	hot	oil.	This	creates	a	thick	liquid.	

After	this,	kerosene	is	added	to	dilute	the	liquid.	This	is	then	covered	and	

kept	for	at	least	three	months.	If	used	immediately,	it	will	turn	everything	

black.	The	longer	it	is	allowed	to	mature,	the	better	it	becomes.		But	now	

we	mostly	use	ready-made	varnish.	
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Crystallized	Googeelam		

This	 recipe	of	making	 varnish	was	 something	which	Vaikuntam	had	explained	 to	me	on	a	

previous	occasion.	His	‘version’	was	somewhat	different,		

Googeelam	and	rodana	are	made	into	powder	separately	by	crushing	with	

a	 granite	 stone.	 One	 should	 be	 very	 careful,	 because	 rodana	 is	 very	

dangerous.	 It	 should	 not	 get	 into	 anyone’s	 mouth.	 Kusum	 oil	 (oil	 from	

Ceylon	 oak)	 then	 is	 heated	 in	 an	 earthen	 pot.	 Once	 it	 starts	 boiling,	

googeelam	 powder	 is	 added.	 Let’s	 say	 in	 100ml	 oil,	 you	 add	 half	 a	 kg	

googeelam	powder.	Let	that	heat,	and	then	add	the	rodana	powder.	The	

mixture	will	become	watery.	While	still	hot,	the	mixture	is	filtered	through	

cloth	 into	 another	 earthen	pot.	Once	 it	 gets	 cold,	 it	 becomes	 very	 thick,	

which	 is	 then	diluted	by	 adding	 kerosene.	 This	 is	 then	preserved	 for	 the	

next	6-10	months.			

The	 reason	 I	 call	 Vaikuntam’s	 recipe	 a	 ‘version’	 of	 Padma’s	 is	 not	 to	 suggest	 that	

Vaikuntam’s	is	a	more	detailed	description,	or	that	his	way	of	preparing	varnish	is	‘different’	
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from	the	way	Padma	does	or	did.	In	fact	as	I	went	through	my	field-work,	I	realized	that	this	

was	a	function	of	‘ethnographic	study’	–	one	can	only	access	‘versions’	of	a	narrative,	even	if	

there	 is	only	a	narrative.	The	location	of	ethnography	within	everyday	 life	and	language	is	

what	makes	the	ethnographer	confront	these	different	‘tellings’.	As	Ingold	pre-empts,	

The	order	of	the	social	world,	by	contrast,	is	implicate.	That	is	to	say,	any	

particular	 phenomenon	on	which	we	may	 choose	 to	 focus	 our	 attention	

enfolds	 within	 its	 constitution	 the	 totality	 of	 relations	 of	 which,	 in	 their	

unfolding,	 it	 is	 the	momentary	outcome.	Were	we	to	cut	 these	relations,	

and	seek	to	recover	the	whole	from	its	now	isolated	fragments,	something	

would	be	 lost	 that	could	never	be	recovered.	That	something	 is	 life	 itself	

(Ingold	2010:	236).	

And	 this	 just	 supports	my	 claim	 that	 everyday	 narratives	 and	 speech,	 which	 is	 what	 the	

ethnographer	 goes	 about	 collecting	 to	 create	 her	 script,	 is	 never	 ‘fully	 uttered’	 or	

‘complete’.	I	use	this	example	of	the	recipe	of	the	varnish	to	establish	the	very	nature	of	my	

ethnographic	details	and	props;	that	they	were	provided	by	‘subjects’,	not	of	ethnography,	

but	 rather	of	 reflexive	negotiations	while	coping	with,	 reacting	 to	and	managing	everyday	

lives.		

This	 absence	 of	 finality	 in	 the	 description	 of	 the	 craft	 is	 then	 tied	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	

Foucault	 reads	Nietzsche’s	 understanding	 of	 genealogy;	 that	 to	 have	 an	 origin	 is	 to	 have	

several	versions	of	the	origin,	and	any	one	of	those	is	a	possible	narrative,	without	any	single	

one	 being	 able	 to	 claim	 the	 truth	 (Foucault,	 in	 Rabinow	1984).	 It	 is	 such	 an	 operation	 of	

genealogy	 that	 renders	 the	 above	 re-enactment	 of	 the	 craft	 in	 writing	 only	 a	 particular																					

re-enactment	and	only	a	particular	writing.	Like	the	regional	‘tellings’	of	an	epic,	to	borrow	

from	 Ramanujan,	 the	 story	 has	 no	 closure,	 even	 though	 it	 is	 enclosed	 within	 a	 text	

(Ramanujan	1989).	Thus	as	one	gathers	more	and	more	‘tellings’,	one	can	only	attempt	 to	

fully	 narrate	 the	 practice;	 at	 no	 point	 does	 one	 then	 write	 or	 re-enact	 the	 practice	

completely.		
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CHAPTER	5		

CRAFT:	HISTORY	AND	REMEMBERING	

v 	

	

The	method	is	to	cast	off	a	precise	instance	of	Time,	which	is	the	nearest	

to	the	present	moment,	and	to	retrace	time	backwards,	to	arrive	at	a	point	

where	existence	first	burst	into	the	world	and	unleashed	time.	That	was	

the	instant	when	time	was	not,	because	nothing	had	been	manifested.	To	

re-ascend	the	stream	of	time	would	necessarily	bring	one	back	ultimately	

to	the	point	of	departure	(Eliade	1954:	41)	

	

I. INTRODUCTION	

The	 previous	 chapter	 concluded	 with	 Nietzsche’s	 understanding	 of	 genealogy,	 not	 as	 an	

itinerary	that	 is	distinct	because	of	the	collective	experiences	 it	comes	to	embed,	but	as	a	

collection	of	itineraries	that	are	in	fact	embedded	through	distinct	experiences.	This	chapter	

shall	peg	itself	on	such	a	reading	of	genealogy	–	as	networks	of	itineraries	through	different	

spaces	and	times	–	to	explore	the	way	in	which	it	is	constantly	being	registered	through	the	

organization	of	the	everyday	life	of	the	naqqashi	practice.					

From	our	encounters	with	artists’	narratives	about	the	craft	and	its	location	within	practices	

of	the	market,	of	the	nation-state,	of	the	household,	and	of	the	body,	it	comes	to	mind	that	

the	craft	is	not	just	a	product	of	history,	but	also	a	site	where	history	is	actively	performed	

(Chiarappa	1997).	This	chapter	however	would	like	to	build	itself	around	a	specific	curiosity,	

‘what	exactly	is	historical	about	that	which	is	being	performed?’	

As	set	 forth	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 the	narrative	structure	of	 this	ethnography	borrows	 from	

the	dialectics	that	are	shared	between	the	exterior	and	interior,	between	the	without	and	

within,	between	description	and	experience,	between	ontology	and	epistemology,	between	

language	and	grammar.	This	movement	however	is	not	contingent	on	those	moments	which	

might	share	their	genesis	with	salvage	ethnography,	or	for	that	matter	the	colonial	requisite	
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for	 knowledge	 production,	 namely	 the	 recovering,	 crafting	 and	 narrating	 of	 events	 as	

history.	Rather	this	movement	is	what	transpires	along	the	pathways	which	are	opened	up	

through	moments	within	that	very	active	performance	of	the	practice.		While	the	previous	

chapter	 highlighted	 those	moments	within	 the	 performance,	 this	 chapter	 shall	 follow	 the	

trails	which	they	open	up.		

The	first	section	begins	with	conversations	with	history,	by	 looking	at	precisely	that	which	

has	 constructed	 imaginations	 of	 what	 was	 known	 or	 knowable	 as	 history,	 namely	 the	

colonial	 archive.	 The	 colonial	 records	of	 India	produced	between	 the	 late	nineteenth	 and	

early	 twentieth	 century	were	 driven	 by	 the	 identification	 of	 caste	 and	 caste	 identities	 as	

tropes	 through	 which	 the	 colonizers	 could	 further	 their	 understanding	 and	 control	 of	 its	

Indian	 subjects.	 This	 set	 into	motion	 what	 Gloria	 Goodwin	 Rahejia	 calls	 ‘entextualization	

practises’,	 where	 ‘authentic’	 voices	 of	 the	 colonized	 in	 the	 form	 of	 caste	 narratives	 and	

folklore	 were	 inscribed	 within	 colonial	 accounts	 (Rahejia	 1996).	 This	 section	 will	 address	

how	the	location	of	the	naqqashi	community	in	Edgar	Thurston’s	1909	Castes	and	Tribes	of	

South	India	can	be	read	to	open	a	space	for	negotiating	an	alternative	construction	of	the	

trope	naqqash.	While	 demonstrating	 the	 textual	 visibility	 of	 communities	 of	 artisans	 and	

their	cultural	proximities,	 in	terms	of	geographies,	practices	and	oral	histories,	this	section	

also	 explores	 the	 conditions	 under	which	 the	 colonial	 record	 can	 “be	 both	 a	marker	 and	

erasure	of	possible	(radical)	histories…”	(Arondekar	2009:	176).	

The	 second	 section	 of	 this	 chapter	 moves	 from	 “history	 of	 evidence	 to	 the	 realm	 of	

narration”	 (Arondekar	 2009:	 3),	 where	 it	 will	 concern	 itself	 with	 the	 practitioners’	

consciousness	about	 the	point	 from	which	 they	would	commence	writing	a	history	of	 this	

practice.		By	looking	at	the	different	spatial-temporal	worlds	which	these	narratives	not	only	

draw	from,	but	also	integrate,	this	section	shall	focus	on	the	way	in	which	the	ethnographic	

setting	 becomes	 a	 site	 where	 different	 modalities	 of	 knowledge	 intersect	 –	 history	 and	

mythology,	the	unspoken	and	the	visible.		

The	 third	 section	 attempts	 to	 take	 the	 question	 of	 ‘historicity’	 and	 ‘pastness’	 head-on	 by	

traversing	along	the	paths	which	the	performance	of	the	practice	and	the	narratives	of	the	

practitioners	 open	 up.	 This	 section	 follows	 the	 ‘traces’	 which	 are	 set	 forth	 through	 the	

terminological	and	canonical	systems	of	this	practice.	Beginning	with	the	identity	‘naqqash’	
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this	section	explores	the	way	in	which	the	lived	reality	of	a	practice	occupies	and	is	occupied	

by	systems	of	exchange	and	patronage	across	religious,	geographical	and	temporal	terrains.	

Specifically	 this	 section	 shall	 look	 at	 sixteenth	 century	 translated	 texts	 that	 outline	 the	

metaphysical	virtues	of	the	relationship	between	writing	and	painting,	followed	by	the	way	

in	which	these	negotiations	circulated	with	the	political	liaisons	between	South	and	Central	

Asia.				

To	reiterate,	the	objective	of	this	chapter	is	to	explore	the	craft	as	it	takes	shape	within	the	

networks	of	genealogies	which	the	artists	set	into	motion	through	their	embodiment	of	the	

‘traces’,	manifested	in	identity	and	language.	However	one	must	remember	that	this	is	not	

an	exercise	to	bestow	on	the	practice	and	 its	practitioners	a	history	that	 is	 to	be	claimed;	

rather	this	chapter	locates	this	ethnographic	exercise	of	identifying	traces	as	an	effect	of	the	

lived	experience	and	everyday	encounter	artists	have	with	history;	 it	 is	 the	 idea	of	history	

that	is	probed.			

	

II. THE	COLONIAL	RECORD	

It	was	 following	 the	Sepoy	Mutiny	of	1857	 that	Rahejia	 claims	 the	colonial	administrators	

found	 the	 need	 to	 not	 only	 consolidate	 their	 position	 within	 India	 but	 also	manufacture	

consent	 on	part	 of	 the	 colonized	 vis-à-vis	 the	presence	of	 the	British	 (Rahejia	 1996).	 This	

dual	objective	was	achieved	by	first	considering	all	those	structures	along	which	dissent	was	

expressed	and	mobilized.	The	buck	for	the	British	administration	stopped	at	caste	and	caste	

identities,	 and	 their	 identification	 of	 those	 defiant	 communities	 disciplined	 as	 ‘criminal	

castes	 or	 tribes’;	 recording	 caste	 identities	 through	 colonial	 census,	 surveys	 and	

ethnographies	also	became	the	means	to	formulate	revenue	policies.	What	the	centralized	

role	of	caste	in	understanding	and	controlling	the	Indian	population	required	the	British	to	

do	was	demonstrate	what	Rahejia	considers	

…consensual	nature	of	 caste	 ideology,	and	 to	create	 the	 illusion	 that	 the	

disciplinary	 control	 of	 specific	 castes	 and	 of	 the	 Indian	 population	 as	 a	

whole	was	 carried	 out	with	 the	 consent	 of	 the	 colonized	 (Rahejia	 1996:	

494)	
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This	 construction	 of	 caste	 as	 the	 foundation	 of	 Indian	 society	 was	 achieved	 by	 including	

within	the	colonial	archive	oral	histories	and	folklore	through	the	‘voice	of	the	native’,	with	

the	primary	objective	to	demonstrate	two	things.	One,	the	proverbial	speech	through	which	

the	subjects	narrated	their	oral	histories	and	caste	affiliations	were	‘authentic’.	As	colonial	

ethnographer	and	administrator	H	H	Risley,	who	compiled	The	Tribes	and	Castes	of	Bengal	

(1891)	and	The	People	of	India	(1908),	clarifies	the	intention	as,	“…	to	give	a	much-described	

people	the	chance	of	describing	themselves	in	their	own	direct	and	homely	fashion”	(Risley,	

as	quoted	in	Rahejia	1996:	500).		

Two,	 Indian	subjects,	by	being	expressive	of	 their	compliance	to	caste	 ideology,	were	also	

expressing	 their	 compliance	 to	 colonial	 authority,	 in	 whose	 presence	 these	 histories	 and	

affiliations	were	 being	 expressed.	 It	was	 thus	 the	 construction	 of	 the	 benevolence	 of	 the	

colonial	 encounter	–	as	 a	mere	architect	of	messy	and	entangled	knowledge	 that	needed	

some	 fixing	 and	 consolidating	 –	 that	 motivated	 the	 “textual	 ventriloquism”	 of	 late	

nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	century	colonial	records	(Rahejia	1996:	509).		

It	was	through	this	appropriation	of	the	‘native	voice’	that	the	colonial	agenda	of	codifying	

lived	reality	and	experience	according	to	what	was	congruent	with	colonial	and	indigenous	

elite	 views	 of	 Indian	 society	 that	 the	 foundation	 of	 much	 anthropological	 and	 historical	

writing	 on	 Indian	 society	 was	 laid.123	 This	 dispossession	 of	 agency	 and	 location	 through	

dominant	forms	of	historiography	is	what	constitutes	the	field	of	analysis	for	the	Subaltern	

School	 Collective,	 along	 with	 recent	 developments	 within	 anthropology	 to	 explore	 how	

dominant	discourses	came	to	constitute	the	‘native’	experience	(Mathur	2000).		

It	was	during	the	first	decade	of	the	twentieth	century	that	Edgar	Thurston,	Superintendent,	

Madras	 Government	 Museum,	 was	 appointed	 by	 H	 H	 Risley	 to	 replicate	 the	 latter’s	

successful	Ethnographic	 Survey	of	Bengal,	 published	 in	 1891.	 In	 1909,	 Thurston	published	

The	Castes	 and	 Tribes	 of	 Southern	 India,	 a	 seven-volume	omnibus,	which	 contained	what	

Nicholas	Dirks	describes	as		

																																																													
123	 Rahejia	 claims	 that	most	 of	 the	 British	 informants	 and	 assistants	 were	 upper	 caste	 locals,	 who	 used	 to	
position	themselves	 in	relation	to	members	of	other	 local	groups	as	they	present	themselves	to	the	colonial	
state	(Rahejia	1996).	
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entries	on	each	caste	rang(ing)	in	length	from	one	sentence	to	seventy-five	

pages	 and	 includ(ing)	 such	 salient	 ethnographic	 facts	 as	 origin	 stories,	

occupational	 profiles,	 descriptions	 of	 kinship	 structure,	 marriage	 and	

funerary	 rituals,	 manner	 of	 dress	 and	 decoration,	 as	 well	 as	 assorted	

stories,	observations,	and	accounts	about	each	group	(Dirks	1997:	207).	

It	is	in	Volume	Five	that	one	finds	precisely	two	lines	dedicates	to	an	entry	entitled	‘Nakash’,	

which	then	at	first	gives	one	the	impression	that	the	community	exists	as	a	discrete	caste	in	

Southern	 India.	But	 interestingly	Thurston	does	not	refer	to	 ‘Nakash’	as	a	community,	but	

as,		

…	 A	 name,	 denoting	 exquisite	 workmanship,	 by	 which	 Rachevars	 or	

Chitrakaras	are	known	in	some	places	(Thurston	1909,	Vol.	5:	140).	124	

‘Nakash’	as	per	the	Thurston’s	records	then	does	not	indicate	caste	identity,	which	is	what	

most	of	the	entries	in	the	seven	volumes	are	about;	rather	it	speaks	of	nakash	(as	brief	as	it	

might	be)	as	a	‘name	denoting’	a	quality,	namely	the	degree	of	skill	which	an	object	imbibes,	

through	 its	 allusion	 to	 ‘exquisite	 workmanship’.	 This	 name	 also	 lends	 itself	 to	 the	

construction	 of	 identity	 of	 certain	 communities,	 namely	Rachevars	 and	Chitrakaras.	 Over	

the	course	of	this	ethnography,	we	have	encountered	the	relationship	between	naqqashi	as	

an	identity	and	structures	of	cognition	and	rules	of	practice;	however	it	is	for	the	first	time	

that,	 through	 the	 colonial	 record,	 we	 encounter	 naqqashi	 as	 a	 relationship	 between	

embodiment	and	the	ensuing	identity,	of	both	the	work	and	its	maker.		

Is	 this	 how	 the	 native	 subjects	 communicated	 a	 ‘definition’	 of	 naqqash	 to	 the	 ‘official’	

presence?	How	did	the	trope	of	naqqash	switch	between	being	an	interaction	involving	the	

spirit	of	the	object	and	the	skill	of	the	artist,	and	being	subsumed	by	a	signifying	identity	of	

Rachevar	 and	 Chitakara?	 Or	 is	 the	 language	 within	 which	 such	 an	 identity	 is	 expressed	

generated	through	this	interaction?		

‘Definition’,	 for	the	colonial	governance,	Bernard	Cohn	suggests,	“was	a	particular	form	of	

certainty	 to	be	held	on	 to	 in	a	strange	world”	 (Cohn	1996:	4).	The	 technology	 to	arrive	at	

																																																													
124	The	Rachevar	or	Chitrakar	is	another	name	for	communities	who	work	with	paintings	and	other	decorative	
items.	I	will	elaborate	on	them	shortly.		
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such	certainty	 lay	 in	practices	 through	which	 the	colonized	world	would	be	classified	 into	

‘knowable’	 categories,	 and	 the	 way	 in	 which	 these	 practices	 were	 constructed.	 These	

practices,	 Cohn	 terms	 ‘investigative	 modalities’,	 of	 which	 ethnographic	 surveys	 and	

mappings	were	an	integral	part.	He	writes,		

…	In	India	the	British	entered	a	new	world	that	they	tried	to	comprehend	

using	their	own	forms	of	knowing	and	thinking…	There	was	a	widespread	

agreement	 that	 this	 society,	 like	 other	 they	 were	 governing,	 could	 be	

known	 and	 represented	 as	 a	 series	 of	 facts…	 In	 coming	 to	 India,	 they	

unknowingly	and	unwittingly	 invaded	and	conquered	not	only	a	 territory	

but	 an	 epistemological	 space.	 The	 “facts”	 of	 this	 space	 did	 not	 exactly	

correspond	 to	 those	 of	 the	 invaders.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 British	 believed	

they	 could	 explore	 and	 conquer	 this	 space	 through	 translation:	

establishing	 correspondence	 could	 make	 the	 unknown	 and	 strange	

knowable	(Cohn	1996:	7)		

This	 ‘correspondence’	 which	 was	 directed	 towards	 ‘translation’	 to	 facilitate	 effective	

governance	was	not	only	what	an	individual	was	participating	in	when	her	or	his	voice	was	

being	included	in	colonial	monographs,	but	also	constituted	the	conditions	for	an	empirical	

engagement	with	 language,	where	an	action	or	speech	act	was	 first	neatly	separated	 into	

utterance,	 rhetoric	 and	 practice,	 and	 then	 aligned	with	 one	 another	 to	 achieve	 cognitive	

closure.	 This	 Rahejia	 analyses	 through	 the	 way	 in	 which	 proverbial	 speech	 about	 caste	

identities	 used	 in	 colonial	 writings	 were	 not	 considered	 as	 “situated	 communicative	

practices	on	which	particularly	positioned	speakers	may	draw	to	define,	redefine,	reinforce,	

or	criticize	prevailing	social	formations”	(Rahejia	1996:	496),	but	as	a	body	of	utterances	that	

mark	a	social	text.		

Following	 this,	 there	 arises	 the	 possibility	 of	 imagining	 that	 the	 context	within	which	 the	

‘native’	 constructs	 the	 trope	 of	 naqqash	 through	 a	 speech	 act	 is	 inseparable	 from	 her	

consciousness	 that,	up	until	 the	presence	of	a	government	official,	naqqash	 as	a	category	

never	warranted	a	definition,	at	least	not	in	the	way	colonial	administration	perceived	what	

‘a	definition’	was.		
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Thus	on	the	one	hand,	the	classification	of	naqqash	finds	a	place	in	an	anthology	of	registers	

by	which	the	people	of	a	region	supposedly	identified	themselves.	On	the	other,	within	this	

anthology	naqqash	is	conceived	as	an	attribute	which	certain	communities	bestowed	upon	

objects	through	their	skill	and	making.	This	dual-aspect	has	the	potential	to	be	understood	

through	 the	way	 in	which	we	have	already	discussed	 Ingold’s	 conception	of	 the	exchange	

between	material	transformation	and	material	transformation,	where	he	says	that	

The	worker,	 too,	 is	changed	through	the	experience.	Latent	potentialities	

of	 action	 and	 perception	 are	 developed.	 He	 becomes,	 even	 if	 ever	 so	

slightly,	a	different	person…	We	have,	perpetually	and	never-endingly,	 to	

be	making	ourselves.	That	is	what	life	is,	what	history	is,	and	what	it	means	

to	produce	(Ingold	2011:	7).	

	

Correspondingly,	 other	 communities	 which	 were	 designated	 by	 this	 ‘name’	 naqqash,	 as	

Thurston	records,	 included	the	Rachevar	and	the	Chitrakara.	Based	on	the	Mysore	Census	

Report	1901,	the	Rachevar	community	are	divided	into	two	–	one,	Ranagare	which	was	the	

military	 set,	and	 the	other	are	called	Chitrakaras,	who	make	“good	paintings,	decorations	

and	 lacquered	ware	and	toys”	 (Thurston	1909,	Vol.	6:	237).	About	the	Rachevar,	Thurston	

writes,	

	

	…	 [T]he	 Rachevars	 are	 descendants	 of	 immigrants	 from	 the	 Telugu	

country,	who	 apparently	 followed	 the	Nayak	 viceroys	 of	 the	 Vijaynagara	

empire	in	the	sixteenth	century.	They	are	more	or	less	jealous	of	the	purity	

of	 their	 caste.	 Their	 language	 is	 Telugu.	 They	 wear	 the	 sacred	 thread…	

These	 people	 claim	 to	 be	 Kshatriyas—a	 pretension	 not	 generally	

acquiesced	 in	by	 the	other	castes.	They	 trace	 their	origin	 to	a	passage	 in	

Brahmanda	 Purana,	 wherein	 it	 is	 said	 that,	 for	 an	 injury	 done	 to	 a	

Brahman,	 they	 were	 condemned	 to	 follow	 mechanical	 occupations	

(Thurston	1909,	Vol.	VI:	238).		

The	Chitrakara	community,	as	stated	in	the	Mysore	Census	Report	of	1891,	apart	from	being	

painters,	 decorators	 and	 gilders,	 making	 trunks,	 palanquins	 and	 wooden	 image,	 are	 also	

known	 by	Raju	 or	Razus,	 who	 are	 recorded	 to	 claim	 descent	 from	 the	military	 castes	 of	
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Tamil	Nadu	and	Kerala.125	Reproducing	 the	narratives	of	 colonial	administrator	H	A	Stuart	

who	previously	reported	on	the	Razu	community,	Thurston	writes,		

Of	 the	Razus,	Mr.	H.	A.	 Stuart	writes	 that	 "this	 is	 a	Telugu	caste,	 though	

represented	by	small	bodies	in	some	of	the	Tamil	districts.	They	are	most	

numerous	 in	 Cuddapah	 and	North	Arcot,126	 to	which	 districts	 they	 came	

with	the	Vijaynagara	armies.	It	is	evident	that	Razu	has	been	returned	by	a	

number	of	individuals	who,	in	reality,	belong	to	other	castes,	but	claim	to	

be	 Kshatriyas.	 The	 true	 Razus	 also	 make	 this	 claim,	 but	 it	 is,	 of	 course,	

baseless,	unless	Kshatriya	 is	taken	to	mean	the	military	class	without	any	

reference	 to	 Aryan	 origin…	 Their	 peculiar	 goddess	 is	 called	Nimishamba,	

who	 would	 seem	 to	 represent	 Parvati.	 She	 is	 so	 called	 because	 in	 an	

instant	(nimisham)	she	once	appeared	at	the	prayer	of	certain	rishis,	and	

destroyed	some	rakshasas	or	giants	who	were	persecuting	them”	(Stuart,	

as	quoted	in	Thurston	1909,	Vol.	II:	248).			

Another	interesting	instance	of	entextualization,	which	also	addresses	the	relation	between	

practice	and	the	naming	of	communities,	H	A	Stuart	finds	yet	another	mention	in	Thurston’s	

accounts.	 Stuart	 recorded	 that	 a	 section	 of	 the	 Razu	 community	 can	 be	 traced	 as	

predecessors	of	a	leather-working	community	called	Jingara,	regarding	whom	he	writes,	

They	were…	once,	it	is	said,	artificers,	and	the	account	given	of	them	is	as	

follows.	 They	 were	 originally	 Razus	 from	 the	 Northern	 Circars,127	 who,	

coming	 to	 the	 Chendragiri	 Raja	 for	 employment,	 were	 set	 to	 watch	

																																																													
125	 Chitrakaras	 are	 also	 a	 community	 of	 painters	 in	 Orissa	 who	 also	 specialize	 in	 narrative	 paintings	 called	
pattachitra;	see	Helle	Bundgard,	 Indian	Art	Worlds	 in	Contention:	Local,	Regional	and	National	Discourses	on	
Orissa	Patta	Paintings,	1999.	
	
126	North	Arcot,	 a	prominent	province	of	 the	Madras	Presidency	during	 colonial	 rules,	 refers	 to	present	day	
Tiruvannamalai	and	Vellore	districts	of	Tamil	Nadu.	Cuddapah.	Today	known	as	Kaddpa,	is	a	city	in	the	south-
central	part	of	Andhra	Pradesh.	
	
127	The	Northern	Circars	was	a	former	division	of	British	India's	Madras	Presidency.	It	consisted	of	a	narrow	slip	
of	territory	lying	along	the	western	side	of	the	Bay	of	Bengal,	 in	the	present-day	Indian	states	of	Andhra	and	
Orissa.	
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members	 of	 the	 Kammala	 caste	 who	 served	 the	 Raja,128	 in	 order	 to	

prevent	 idleness	 or	 fraud.	 After	 some	 time,	 the	 Kammalans	 finished	 an	

idol’s	car,	and,	being	inflated	with	pride,	demanded	to	be	allowed	to	sit	in	

it	before	the	swami	was	himself	placed	there.129	For	their	arrogance	they	

were	expelled,	and	the	Razus,	having	by	observation	 learnt	something	of	

their	 craft,	 discharged	 their	 duties	 to	 the	 community.	Under	 the	Nabobs	

they	abandoned	this	walk	of	life,	and	took	to	saddlery,	whence	came	their	

name	 from	 ‘jini’,	 a	 saddle…	 (Stuart,	 as	 quoted	 in	 Thurston	 1909,	 Vol.	 II:	

432).	

	

However	 continuing,	 Thurston	borrows	 from	 the	1904	Gazetteer	of	 the	Bellary	district,	 in	

Karnataka,	

	

There	are	a	few	members	of	this	caste,	chiefly	in	the	Chendragiri	taluk,130	

whose	 ordinary	 occupation	 it	 now	 is	 to	 paint	 pictures…	 In	 Bellary	

woodcarving	 is	 done	 by	 Jinigaras,	 who	 have	 taught	 the	 art	 to	 some	

Muhammadans,	who	are	now	often	more	skilful	than	their	teachers.	Two	

of	 them	 made	 a	 teak	 doorway,	 carved	 in	 the	 Chalukyan	 style,131	 which	

obtained	a	medal	at	the	Arts	Exhibition	at	the	Delhi	Darbar,	and	is	now	in	

the	Madras	Museum…	At	Nandyal	in	the	Kurnool	district,132	I	recently	saw	

a	Jinigar,	who	makes	“lacquer”	(gesso)	fans,	trays,	large	circular	table	tops,	

etc.,	and	paintings	of	Hindu	deities	and	mythological	subjects.	He	made	a	

number	of	panels	used	in	the	dado	of	Lady	Curzon’s	boudoir	at	the	circuit	

house,	Delhi.	(Thurston	1909,	Vol.	II:	436).	

	

																																																													
128	Kammala	denoted	an	artisanal	 community	 in	Tamil	Nadu	and	 the	Malabar	 region,	between	 the	Western	
Ghats	of	India	and	the	Arabian	Sea	
	
129	Swami	refers	to	a	male	religious	teacher.	
	
130	Chendragiri	is	a	village	in	Chittor	district	of	southern	Andhra	
	
131	 The	 Chalukya	 dynasty	 ruled	 large	 parts	 of	 central	 and	 southern	 India	 between	 the	 sixth	 and	 twelfth	
centuries.	
	
132	Kurnool	is	a	district	located	in	the	western	Andhra.	
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While	the	first	account,	through	the	genealogy	of	the	Jinigara,	suggests	the	way	in	which	a	

historical	shift	 in	collective	practice	corresponds	with	the	crystallization	of	an	 identity,	 the	

second	narrative,	 through	 a	 continuity	 of	 the	 lineage	of	 skill	 in	woodcarving	 and	painting	

among	 the	 Jinigaras,	 presents	 the	 possibility	 that	 the	 relationship	 between	 practice,	

identity,	and	language	did	not	always	exist	in	unison.	Chakrabarty	reminds	us	it	is	owing	to	

these	“time-knots”	–	the	simultaneities	of	the	‘then’	with	the	‘now’	–	that	the	foundation	on	

which	History	is	written,	namely	the	recovery	of	the	past,	is	rendered	superfluous,	because	

the	past	is	never	completely	lost	(Chakrabarty	1998).	

	

These	simultaneities,	 instead	of	being	recorded	as	instances	of	what	Anjali	Arondekar	calls	

“epistemological	 possibilities”	 within	 the	 archives	 (Arondekar	 2009:	 2),	 are	 documented	

discrete	phenomena,	what	Rahejia	calls	“survivals”	of	an	earlier	order	(Rahejia	1996:	498).	

In	her	analysis	of	proverbial	speech	in	Risley’s	People	of	 India,	Rahejia	explores	the	way	in	

which	 colonial	 records	 treated	 several	 proverbs	which	 undermined	 the	 ideology	 of	 caste;	

these	were	 observed	 as	 discrete	 phenomena	without	 considering	 the	 possibility	 of	 them	

being	expressions	of	dissent	against	the	hierarchical	ordering	(Rahejia	1996).		

	

However	 it	 is	 following	Arondekar’s	 concerns	over	 ‘reading	practices’	 vis-à-vis	 the	archive	

that	the	question	of	how	the	trope	naqqash	is	made	visible	in	Thurston’s	Tribes	and	Castes	

emerges	 (Arondekar	 2009).	 The	 objective	 is	 to	 not	 use	 the	 archive	 as	 a	 source	 of	

recuperation	or	retrieval	of	facts	which	works	on	“the	presumption	that	if	a	body	is	found,	

then	a	subject	can	be	recovered”	(Arondekar	2009:	4).	Rather	the	objective	is	to	address	the	

way	 in	 which	 the	 colonial	 record	 can	 be	 constructed	 as	 a	 hybridity	 that	 emerges	 at	 the	

intersection	between	the	desire	 for	the	knowable	and	the	 intention	to	read	the	knowable	

through	its	very	desire.	As	Arondekar	writes,		

	

One	must	 grasp,	 precisely	 to	 not	 fix.	 To	 read	 without	 a	 trace…	 is	 not	 a	

mandate	 against	 archival	 work,	 but	 rather	 a	 call	 to	 interrogate,	 without	

paralysis,	to	challenge,	without	ending	the	promise	of	a	future	(Arondekar	

2009:	4)	
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Thurston’s	Tribes	and	Castes,	 through	 its	practices	of	entextualization,	creates	a	space	 for	

constructing	the	hybridity	of	the	trope	naqqashi,	whereby	the	identity	of	work	and	identity	

of	the	maker	occupy	a	shared	system	of	meanings.	This	relation	between	work	and	identity	

is	 situated	 more	 effectively	 when	 naqqashi	 artists	 recall	 their	 own	 lineage,	 which	 is	 the	

subject	matter	of	the	next	section.	More	specifically	the	next	section	will	look	at	the	ways	in	

which	subjects	are	able	to	appropriate	not	only	their	histories,	but	also	ways	of	recounting	

them,	namely	through	narratives	that	do	not	manifest	at	the	borders,	but	rather	cut	across	

the	different	geographical	and	temporal	realms.		

III. FABRICATION	AND	NARRATION	

What	is	therefore	driving	this	chapter	forward	is	the	enquiry	into	whether	a	craft	as	a	‘thing’	

or	a	 ‘work’	 is	only	capable	of	expressing	the	creativity	activity	manifest	 in	 its	 form,	or	 is	 it	

also	 capable	 of	 revealing	 the	 historical	 and	 genealogical	 affiliations	 of	 a	 community?	

However	 returning	 to	 Chiarappa,	 it	 is	 in	 fact	 the	way	 in	which	 the	 practitioners	 combine	

“fabrication…	with	narration”,	something	we	have	already	encountered	during	the	course	of	

this	 ethnography,	 that	 a	 “historically	 evoking	 or	 historically	 interpretative	 experience”	 is	

enacted	(Chiarappa	1997:	409).		Vaikuntam	recounts,	

This	 craft	 goes	 back	 to	 the	 Mughal	 period.	 The	 naqqash	 community	

travelled	from	Mughal-occupied	Rajasthan	first	to	Nirmal,	which	was	then	

ruled	 by	 the	 Vijaynagara	 kings.	 It	 was	 after	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 Vijaynagara	

Empire	 that	naqqashi	artists	 spread	 to	other	parts	of	 the	Deccan.	That	 is	

why	you	will	find	our	work	resembling	the	temple	murals	of	Lepakshi.	This	

is	what	I	 learnt	from	my	father	and	elders	while	I	was	growing	up.	In	fact	

this	is	a	history	which	most	naqqashi	families	are	familiar	with.		

Our	 ancestral	 goddess	 is	 Nimishambha	 devi,	 an	 avatar	 of	 Parvati,	 from	

which	the	chitrakar	jati	came	into	existence...	Chitrakar	is	the	name	of	our	

jati.		

The	 story	 goes	 that	 a	 few	 rishis	 (ascetics)	 went	 to	 Nimishamba	 and	

performed	the	Saptarushi	prarthana	(offering).	In	return	the	goddess	gave	

a	varraprasadan	(boon)	in	the	form	of	a	baby	boy.	This	boy	was	sent	by	the	
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rishis	to	a	sculptor	to	be	trained,	but	as	the	boy	grew,	the	sculptor	trained	

him	in	the	art	of	painting.	This	is	how	he	became	a	chitrakar.	

You	 see...	 we	 belong	 to	 the	 Soma-Kshartriya	 caste	 (the	 lunar	 race	 of	

Kshatriyas),	whose	progenitor	 is	Nimishamba.	Our	people	used	to	fight	 in	

battles.	 That	 is	why	 a	 lot	 of	 the	work	before	used	 to	be	 associated	with	

battle,	like	sheaths	for	swords,	saddles	for	horses,	quivers.	All	these	were	

made	from	leather.	Elaborate	work	used	to	be	done	on	leather.	Those	who	

worked	on	saddles	came	to	be	called	jeenkar	(‘jeen’	 is	the	Urdu	word	for	

saddle).	These	used	to	be	stitched	and	then	painted	

	

An	outdated	calendar	bearing	the	image	of	Nimishamba	in	Vaikuntam’s	house	
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Vaikuntam’s	 rather	 swift	 transition	 –	 from	 the	 community’s	 historical	 trajectory	 of	 the	

naqqashi	community	 from	Rajasthan,	to	 introducing	the	divine	progenitor	of	 the	chitrakar	

jati,	to	explaining	their	quasi-military	associations	–	tie	together	many	of	the	claims	made	by	

‘native	voices’	in	Thurston’s	records.	History	then	as	we	encounter	it	is	primarily	concerned	

with	crafting	narratives	(Chakraborty	1998).	And	it	 is	within	this	moment	of	 inception	as	a	

narrative	tool	that	history	can	then	account	not	only	for	the	construction	of	its	‘Enlightened’	

discourse,	 namely	 entextualization	 practices	 which	 discipline	 and	 classify,	 but	 also	 for	 its	

presence	 through	 dialectics	 between	 different	 temporal	 experiences,	 i.e.	 how	 the	

experience	of	time	changes,	while	alluding	to	the	inter-textuality	of	events,	where	an	event	

could	be	 seen	as	having	no	 real	beginning	or	end;	 just	 a	network	of	practices	 and	praxis.	

What	 then	 motivates	 actors	 to	 weave	 a	 continuity	 between	 two	 genres	 of	 narratives,	

especially	when	their	distinction	–	mythology	and	history/	fictive	and	factual	–	is	something	

which	 actors,	 as	 subjects	 of	 modernity,	 cannot	 escape?	 At	 no	 point	 did	 I	 question	

Vaikuntam’s	 consciousness	of	 the	different	 temporal	worlds	which	his	narrative	occupied,	

for	he	did	after	all	move	between	overt	indicators	–	king	and	goddess,	migration	and	boon.		

Rao	 et	 al.	 also	 attempt	 to	 account	 for	 what	 qualifies	 as	 non-verifiable	 in	 the	 textual	

traditions	 of	 South	 Asia	 (Rao	 et	 al.	 2001).	 They	 argue	 that	 that	 it	 was	 through	 textures,	

namely	 clues	 within	 the	 internal	 structure	 of	 the	 narratives	 that	 readers	 were	 able	 to	

distinguish	 between	 what	 was	 verifiable	 and	 what	 was	 not.	 While	 some	 of	 the	 literary	

genres	 through	which	history	was	 recorded,	as	we	have	already	discussed	 in	 the	previous	

chapter,	warranted	 the	hyberbolism	of	events,	 it	was	 the	 reader	of	 the	genre	who	would	

take	on	the	role	of	the	historian,	to	judge	not	what	was	true	from	false,	but	what	was	fictive	

within	the	factual	(Rao	et	al.	2001).			

Pointing	 out	 to	 subaltern	 histories	 and	 their	 inclusion	 within	 the	 ambit	 of	 the	 discipline	

History,	Chakrabarty	 claims	 that	History,	 as	a	method	of	emplotting	disparate	events	 into	

some	kind	of	linear	order,	is	encompassed	by	memory.	Vaikuntam	locates	his	genealogy	not	

within	a	point	in	time,	but	within	a	plane	of	consciousness	which	is	constructed	by	collective	

memory	 –	 by	 the	way	 in	which	narratives	 about	 the	naqqashi	 community	 travelling	 from	

Rajasthan,	and	of	his	warrior	ancestors	who	trace	their	lineage	to	Nimishamba,	are	told	and	

re-told.	 It	 is	 therefore	 the	 experience,	 not	 of	 the	 event,	 but	 of	 the	 remembrance	 of	 the	

event	through	which	knowledge	is	constructed.	Memory,	as	one	way	in	which	history	can	be	
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written,	does	not	 constitute	 the	 ‘past’	 as	an	artefact,	marked	by	 its	physical	absence,	but	

realizes	 it	 through	 and	 within	 social	 and	 individual	 practices	 which	 contain	 and	 create	

meaning.	 As	 Reinhart	 Koselleck	 suggests	 through	 The	 Practice	 of	 Conceptual	 History,	

because	it	is	filtered	through	perspectives,	history	is	never	the	exact	sum	of	the	sources	that	

provide	evidence.	In	this	way	history	is	always	never	optimally	determined;	it	is	always	more	

or	less	than	its	sources	(Koselleck	2002:	153).	

The	 objective	 then	 is	 certainly	 not	 to	 find	 a	 ‘correct’	 historical	 location	 for	 each	 of	 these	

identity	 claims	within	 Vaikuntam’s	 narratives,	 namely	 ‘Is	 there	 a	 point	 in	 time	when	 one	

could	consider	the	overlap	between	naqqashi	communities	migrating	 into	the	Deccan	and	

Chitrakara	 community	 who	 traces	 its	 progeny	 to	 Nimishamba?’	 or,	 ‘How	 and	 when	 did	

skilled	 sections	 who	 claimed	 martial	 lineage	 completely	 break	 away	 to	 condense	 their	

identity	as	artists?’	Rather	what	 is	to	be	appreciated	is	nature	of	the	consciousness	within	

which	 one	 articulates	 identity	 and	 its	 genealogy	 that	 we	 as	 academics	 have	 no	 other	

language	to	process	apart	from	the	one	we	have	inherited	as	subjects	of	modernity,	namely	

History.	While	employing	such	‘historical’	narratives	as	an	ethnographic	tool,	the	objective,	

as	Lassiter	insists,	is	to	determine	“not	which	story	is	‘right’,	but	which	story	is	meaningful	to	

whom	and	why”	(Lassiter	2000:	611).		

On	the	one	hand,	naqqashi	art	can	be	traced	to	the	social	and	historical	climate	of	Mughal	

period;	 on	 the	 other,	 the	 lineage	 to	 the	 artisanal	 community	 is	 attributed	 to	 its	 divine	

progenitor	–	these	are	not	‘truths’	that	needed	to	be	resolved	for	Vaikuntam.	These	are	in	

fact	narratives	which	are	not	only	 recalled,	but	are	also	expressive	of	 the	embodiment	of	

those	moments	of	encounter	between	lived	realities	and	collective	histories.	As	Vaikuntam	

elaborated,			

Because	 we	 make	 wooden	 toys,	 naqqashi	 artists	 have	 always	 known	

carpentry.	We	start	from	scratch	–	right	from	the	carving	of	the	wood.		Our	

community	 has	 always	 worked	 with	 wood,	 but	 we	 never	 used	 to	 make	

everyday	 items	 like	 doors	 or	 ploughs.	 Naqqashi	 artists	 only	 made	 very	

elaborate	 designs	 that	 were	 richly	 decorated,	 such	 as	 chariots	 for	 kings	

and	palanquins	for	queens	and	princesses	
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I	also	have	 learnt	tailoring	 (pointing	to	an	old	SINGER	dewing	machine	 in	

the	 corner).	 I	 would	 sew	 shirts,	 kurtas,133	 under-clothes.	 My	 father	 and	

brother	trained	me	in	tailoring.	But	most	of	my	tailoring	work	was	prior	to	

’78;	after	that	painting	occupied	all	my	time.	My	father	used	to	assist	my	

brother	by	making	buttons	 from	cloth.	Plastic	buttons	were	not	available	

then.	He	used	to	take	3-4	threads	and	then	roll	them	into	a	single	strong	

thread	 to	which	he	would	give	 the	 shape	of	buttons.	Also	buttons	made	

from	cloth	would	not	break.	Earlier	dhobis	used	to	wash	clothes	by	rubbing	

them	with	lime	and	soda	and	then	beating	them	on	slabs	of	rock.	By	doing	

that	plastic	buttons	would	break.	

We	never	had	an	electric	machine,	so	I	learnt	on	a	sewing	machine	run	by	

foot.	Today	many	naqqash	families	are	either	tailors	or	carpenters;	you	will	

find	many	in	my	own	extended	family.	

																																																													
133	kurta	refers	to	a	hip-length	shirt	worn	by	women	and	men	in	India	
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The	SINGER	sewing	machine,	placed	next	to	Vaikuntam’s	table	in	Cheriyal.	

Guruji	too	corroborated	Vaikuntam’s	narrative	with	his	typical	insight	into	the	way	in	which	

practicing	communities	devised	their	own	turfs	with	regards	to	skill,	

Naqqashi	 artists	 would	 do	wood-work	 of	 only	 a	 very	 specific	 kind.	 They	

would	not	make	doors	and	windows,	though	they	might	have	known	how	

to,	 but	 they	would	do	 the	 intricate	 carvings	on	 the	doors	 and	window	–	

embossed	embellishments	of	flowers	or	deities.	Yellappatata	knew	how	to	

construct	a	house	out	of	wood,	but	he	never	did.	They	would	never	make	

the	 things	 which	 the	 carpentry	 community	 would	make,	 like	 ploughs	 or	

items	 of	 everyday	 use.	 This	 would	 otherwise	 then	 snatch	 the	 carpentry	

community	 of	 their	 livelihood;	 communities	 would	 not	 step	 upon	 each	

other’s	 turfs.	 The	 naqqash	 would	 engage	 in	 other	 things	 like	 clothes	
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hanger	–	 they	used	 to	make	very	pretty	 clothes’	hangers	out	of	wood	 in	

the	shape	of	birds.	Carpenters	did	not	have	the	knowledge	of	such	things,	

so	 they	would	 get	 a	 lot	 of	 the	 embellishing	work	 done	 by	 the	 naqaashi.	

Earlier	most	doors	to	houses	used	to	bear	work	of	naqaashi.	I	have	assisted	

Yellappatata	in	a	lot	of	the	door-work	in	this	area.	

But	because	naqqashis	were	also	proficient	at	 leather	work,	 this	met	 the	

disapproval	of	leather-working	communities	who	had	previously	settled	in	

this	area.	 	They	began	treating	the	naqqashis	as	outcastes,	and	hence	no	

commercial	relations	existed	between	the	leather-working	community	and	

the	naqaashis.	 	 This	 Yellappa	 claimed	 to	 be	during	 the	 18th-19th	 century.	

You	see	this	is	inside	information.	You	will	not	get	to	hear	this	otherwise.	If	

people	 meddled	 with	 the	 livelihood	 of	 other	 communities,	 there	 were	

always	repercussions.		

How	does	anthropology	grapple	with	such	‘inside	information’;	information	which	is	‘inside’	

because	 it	 hasn’t	 and	 probably	 resists	 being	 acknowledged	 in	 the	 public	 realm	 or	 has	

escaped	being	written?	The	information	is	also	‘inside’	because	it	can	be	corroborated	only	

within	 the	 same	 medium	 through	 which	 it	 was	 revealed	 in	 the	 first	 place	 –	 through	 an	

anecdote,	 a	 memory	 or	 in	 the	 everyday	 act	 of	 speaking.	 In	 a	 certain	 sense	 most	 of	 my	

ethnography	 has	 been	 a	 collage	 of	 such	 ‘inside	 information’	 –	 sometimes	 coming	 from	

Vaikuntam,	 sometimes	 coming	 from	 Guruji,	 and	 sometimes	 me	 using	 each	 of	 their	

narratives	to	tie	what	has	appeared	to	me	as	‘loose	ends’.	What	constitutes	information	is	

the	networks	through	which	 it	 travels;	Guruji	and	Vaikuntam	stand	today	as	 two	separate	

figures	who	might	or	might	not	construct	 two	different	kinds	of	histories	 for	 the	practice,	

but	common	to	both	is	the	way	they	have	inherited	and	partake	in	the	narratives	–	through	

and	 within	 an	 intimate	 and	 familial	 space	 characterised	 by	 familiarity,	 practice	 and	

apprenticeship.		

The	 question	 here	 is	 not	 whether	 ethnography	 fetishizes	 about	 the	 everyday,	 but	 rather	

what	allows	everyday	life	to	be	a	privileged	unit	of	analysis	in	ethnography.	In	her	account	

of	 public	 moral	 and	 ethical	 discourse	 in	 Sringeri,	 Prasad	 asserts	 that	 it	 is	 owing	 to	 its	

embeddedness	in	everyday	life	that	oral	narration	embody	texts	that	“that	often	defy	fixity,	
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that	 are	 emergent	 and	 contextual,	 and	 whose	 authorship	 is	 frequently	 co-constructed”	

(Prasad	2007:	27).		

Like	 the	 measurements	 of	 ingredients	 of	 the	 craft,	 social	 life	 is	 embodied	 in	 habits	 and	

dispositions.	 It	 is	not	as	 if	what	Guruji	 shared	with	me	was	some	sort	of	 ‘secret’;	 rather	 it	

stands	 for	 instances	where	 some	narratives	 simply	do	not	present	 themselves.	As	 Jenkins	

claims	while	 tracing	covert,	non-verbal	practices	of	buying	and	selling	cattle	 in	a	village	 in	

south-west	France,		

[T]he	 “social”	 is	 not	 then	 transparent,	 and	 cannot	be	 “seen”	 (or	 for	 that	

matter	heard)134	at	a	glance	even	by	an	experienced	actor”	(Jenkins	1994:	

435).		

Jenkins	recalls	Simmel’s	analysis	of	the	‘secret’,	which	does	not	refer	to	veiling	of	reality,	but	

to	a	realization	that	all	“contents	of	 life”	 (Simmel,	quoted	 in	 Jenkins	2007:	435)	cannot	be	

presented	at	once	to	be	appropriated	by	language.	‘What	is	not	said’,	instead	of	curbing	the	

possibility	of	writing	history	(as	was	interpreted	by	colonial	anthropologists)	in	fact	creates	

the	 possibility	 of	multiple	writings	 of	 the	 text,	 “of	 a	 second	world	 alongside	 the	manifest	

world”	(Simmel,	quoted	in	Jenkins	2007:	435).	Thus	borrowing	from	Arondekar,	the	task	of	

ethnography	and	history	then	is	not	to	facilitate	the	movement	from	secrecy	to	disclosure,	

but	 to	 disentangle	 and	 identify	 those	 tensions	 that	work	 towards	 articulating	 known	 and	

unknown	histories	(Arondekar	2009).			

IV. TRACING	THE	KNOWN	WITHIN	THE	UNKNOWN	

Thus	the	purpose	of	 this	ethnography	 is	neither	–	retrieval	of	unknown	histories	 from	the	

archive	or	construction	of	an	archive	by	knowing	histories.	The	purpose	as	suggested	in	the	

introductory	 paragraphs	 of	 this	 chapter	 is	 to	 explore	 those	 linguistic	 and	 temporal	 sites	

within	everyday	life	of	the	practice	which	are	marked	precisely	by	the	absence	of	this	very	

tension	 between	 the	 known	 and	 the	 unknown.	What	 is	 articulated	 through	 performance	

and	 language	 not	 only	 engenders	 the	 lived	 realities	 of	 situated	 subjects,	 but	 they	 also	

always	already	exist	within	contexts	of	shared	utterance,	where	the	practice	 is	a	part	of	a	

network	 of	 texts.	 The	 known	 verbal	 activity	 is	 therefore	 pregnant	 with	 the	 history	 of	

																																																													
134	my	addition	
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presence	of	 that	unknown	non-verbal	activity	which	engenders	 speech	 (Malik	2005).	Thus	

the	 state	 of	 being	 ‘unknown’	 refers	 not	 to	 an	 absence	 but	 to	 a	 situation	 prior	 to	 its	

formulation	or	knowing	within	language.						

It	is	within	the	context	of	the	space	which	the	colonial	record	opens	through	the	reading	of	

its	definition	of	the	word	naqqash	that	this	section	will	explore	how	everyday	language	and	

organization	of	the	practice	disbands	the	need	to	juxtapose	the	known	and	the	unknown	for	

a	coherent	narrative	about	the	practice.	Thurston’s	account,	on	the	one	hand	suggests	that	

naqqash	 refers	 to	 that	defining	moment	within	 the	dialogue	which	a	body	shares	with	 its	

physical	environment,	namely	that	moment	which	reveals	 ‘exquisite	workmanship’;	on	the	

other,	 it	 refers	 to	 an	 identity	 which	 this	 moment	 engenders,	 namely	 that	 of	 an	 artist,	

thereby	signifying	particular	social	and	historical	conditions.	As	a	relationship	it	exists	within	

the	language	through	which	a	body	articulates	its	engagement	with	the	material	world;	as	a	

location	 it	is	occupied	by	situated	narratives	of	space,	time	and	society.	How	do	these	two	

readings	of	naqqash/nakash	negotiate	with	one	another?	When	Vaikuntam	refers	to	himself	

as	 a	naqqashi	 artist,	 is	 he	narrating	 a	 continuity	which	he	 shares	with	what	he	embodies	

through	 his	 practice,	 namely	 a	 skill?	Or	 is	 this	 a	 situated	 claim	 to	 a	 very	 specific	 location	

within	 the	 history	 of	 the	 Telangana	 region?	 	 This	 section	 concerns	 itself	 with	 these	

questions.		

A. NAQQASH	

Over	the	course	of	 this	section,	 I	would	 like	to	engage	with	the	epistemology	of	 the	word	

naqqash.	The	term	has	its	origins	 in	Timurind	Persia,135	which	extended	from	Anatolia	and	

Syria	in	the	west,	to	the	Indus	and	Turkistan	in	the	east	(Floor	1999).	Following	the	death	of	

Timur	in	1405,	the	Empire	was	lost	owing	to	the	disunity	among	his	successors,	as	a	result	of	

which	 large	 portions	 of	 the	 Empire	 was	 conquered	 by	 the	 Uzbeks,	 the	 Turks	 and	 the	

Safavids,	 who	 took	 over	 the	 heart	 of	 the	 Khurasan	 Empire.	 However,	 scholars	 like	 Yves	

Porter	 claim	 that	 despite	 this	 “political	 instability,	 the	 dominant	 Persianate	 literary	 and	

artistic	 culture	 remained	 remarkably	 stable,	 firmly	 ensconced,	 un-challenged	 in	 its	

																																																													
135	 The	 Timurid	 Empire,	 comprising	 modern-day	 Iran,	 the	 Caucasus,	 Mesopotamia,	 Afghanistan,	 much	 of	
Central	 Asia,	 as	 well	 as	 parts	 of	 contemporary	 Pakistan,	 Syria,	 India,	 Anatolia	 was	 founded	 by	 the	 warlord	
Timur,	who	established	the	empire	between	1370	and	his	death	in	1405.	
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supremacy	and	unified	in	its	development”	(Porter	2000:	112).	

In	 his	 monograph	 on	 Qajar	 art	 of	 the	 eighteenth	 and	 nineteenth	 century,	 Willem	 Floor	

reports,		

…	 [A]ccording	 to	 the	 dictionaries	 a	 naqqash	 is	 some-one	 who	 makes	 a	

naqsha	 (drawing,	 design,	 plan,	 portrait),	whether	 a	 painter,	 a	 limner,	 an	

embroiderer,	an	illuminator	(of	books),	a	sculptor,	a	carver,	an	engraver,	a	

draftsman,	or	a	designer.	This	wide	 range	of	activities	 is	also	 reflected	 in	

the	literature,	where	we	indeed	find	the	term	naqqash	employed	to	refer	

to	occupations	such	as	a	print	designer	(especially	for	block	prints),	painter	

on	wood,	tile	designer,	glaze	painter,	and	sculptor	(Floor	1999:	125-126)	

Similarly,	 the	 term	 and	 its	 definition	 find	 their	 location	within	 the	 artistic	 heritage	 of	 the	

Ottoman	Empire	of	Turkey,136	as	evident	from	the	registers	of	the	Ottoman	courts	from	the	

sixteenth	century.	According	to	Ottoman	art	historian	Sinem	Erdogan,		

The	 term	 ‘nakkas’	 did	 not	 simply	 mean	 painter;	 it	 had	 a	 more	

comprehensive	 meaning.	 Since	 a	 nakkas	 was	 intended	 to	 engage	 in	

different	projects	and	practiced	more	than	one	craft,	the	term	was	applied	

to	both	illustrators	and	illuminators.	The	duties	of	a	nakkas	might	include	

ruling	 marginal	 lines	 on	 folios…,	 tracing	 designs,	 and	 making	 drawings,	

executing	 portraits	 of	 individuals…,	 architectural	 rendition…,	 wall	

decoration	 and	 affixing	 the	 imperial	 signature…	 Likewise,	 the	documents	

indicate	the	multiple	responsibilities	of	a	nakkas	(Erdogan	2009:	40).	

Artists,	 trades	people	 and	 craftsmen	within	 the	Ottoman	Empire	were	organized	 into	 the	

court	 administration	 called	Ehl-i-Hiref,	 of	which	 the	nakkashane,	 the	 conglomerate	of	 the	

nakkas/naqqsh	 artists,	was	one	of	 the	most	 productive	 and	 influential	 branches	 (Erdogan	

2009).	Interestingly,	as	Erdogan	reports,	artists	from	the	Ehl-i-Hiref	apart	from	being	salaried	

																																																													
136	The	Ottoman	Empire	also	known	as	the	Turkish	Empire,	Ottoman	Turkey	rose	to	power	at	the	end	of	the	
thirteenth	 century.	During	 the	 sixteenth	 and	 seventeenth	 centuries,	 in	 particular	 at	 the	 height	 of	 its	 power	
under	 the	 reign	of	 Suleiman	 the	Magnificent,	 the	Ottoman	Empire	was	 a	multinational,	multilingual	 empire	
controlling	much	of	Southeast	Europe,	Western	Asia,	the	Caucasus,	North	Africa,	and	the	Horn	of	Africa.	With	
Constantinople	as	its	capital	and	control	of	lands	around	the	Mediterranean	basin,	the	Ottoman	Empire	was	at	
the	centre	of	interactions	between	the	Eastern	and	Western	worlds	for	six	centuries	(1299-1923).	



329	
	

employees	of	the	court,	were	officials	and	members	of	the	imperial	guard	and	employed	by	

the	imperial	army.	Many	were	required	to	accompany	the	sultan	on	his	campaigns	and	his	

ventures	from	the	capital.		

	

However	 the	 nakkashane	 tradition	 of	 Ottoman	 has	 its	 roots	 in	 the	 Iranian	 kitab-khana	

(book-house	or	library),	and	in	fact	large	numbers	of	Iranian	artists	either	emigrated	or	were	

transferred	 to	 the	 Ottoman	 courts.	 As	 an	 institution,	 the	 kitab-khana	 emerged	 in	 the	

thirteenth	 century	 during	 the	 Ilkhanid	 period,	when	 its	 vizier	 Rashid	 al-Din	 patronized	 an	

atelier	in	which	artists	worked	together	to	produce	large-scale	manuscripts.		

	

From	 the	 fifteenth	 century	 the	 kitab-khana	 evolved	 from	 being	 a	 library;	 “in	 the	 Iranian	

world	 it	 functioned	as	a	scriptorium,	studio	and	also	a	workshop”	 (Erdogan	2009:	42).	The	

production	of	a	book	required	the	chronological	skill	of	the	papermaker,	scribe	and	binder,	

while	an	illuminated	manuscript	was	a	product	of	the	services	of	calligraphers,	illuminators,	

painters	 and	 others	 working	 simultaneously.	 It	 is	 the	 institution	 of	 the	 kitab-khana	 that	

nurtured	the	evolution	of	artistic	endeavours	within	the	Iranian	cultural	and	historical	ethos.	

It	 is	 the	exploration	of	a	treatise	around	the	practices	within	the	kitab-khana	which	might	

help	 take	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 Telangana	 naqqashi	 practice	 in	 a	 new	 direction,	 by	

explaining	some	of	the	linguistic	‘attitudes’	displayed	by	the	artists.		

	

In	 a	 sixteenth	 century	 treatise	 of	 Calligraphers	 and	 Painters,	 Qadi	 Ahmad,	 a	 reputed	

calligrapher	of	his	times,	discusses	different	facets	of	the	Safavid	arts,137	particularly	under	

the	patronage	of	Shah	Tahmasp,138	who	was	considered	an	expert	 calligrapher	 in	his	own	

rights.	The	treatise	provides	information	relevant	to	book	production	–	from	the	history	of	

calligraphy	 and	 calligraphers	 and	 paintings	 and	 painters,	 to	master-pupil	 relationships,	 to	

techniques	of	production.		

																																																													
137	 The	Safavids	 ruled	 from	1501	 to	1722	 (experiencing	a	brief	 restoration	 from	1729	 to	1736)	 and,	 at	 their	
height,	 they	 controlled	 all	 of	 modern	 Iran,	 Azerbaijan,	 Bahrain	 and	 Armenia,	 most	 of	 Georgia,	 the	 North	
Caucasus,	 Iraq,	 Kuwait	 and	 Afghanistan,	 as	 well	 as	 parts	 of	 Turkey,	 Syria,	 Pakistan,	 Turkmenistan	 and	
Uzbekistan.	
	
138	Shah	Tamasp	(1514	–	1576)	was	an	influential	Shah	of	Iran,	who	enjoyed	the	longest	reign	of	any	member	
of	the	Safavid	dynasty.	
	



330	
	

	

Translated	 from	 Persian	 by	 V	 Minorsky,	 the	 author	 Qadi	 Ahmad	 begins	 his	 discourse	

illuminating	the	importance	and	ideal	of	writing	in	Islam,	

	

Let	it	not	be	concealed	from	the	world-adorning	gaze	that	the	first	object	

created	 by	 the	 Creator,	 let	 Him	 be	 praised	 and	 exalted,	 was	 the	 qalam	

(pen)	of	marvellous	writing,	whence	the	divine	words:	“read	(O	Prophet!):	

by	the	most	benevolent	Lord	who	taught	me	the	use	of	the	writing	reed”!,	

and	the	tradition	of	the	Prophet	–	God’s	blessing	on	him	and	his	family!	–	

to	 the	 same	 effect:	 The	 first	 thing	 the	 Lord	 created	 was	 the	 qalam	

(Minorsky	1959:	42).			

	

This	 divine	homage	paid	 to	 the	 art	 of	writing	 and	 calligraphy	 is	 reiterated	 through	Porter	

who	refers	to	the	verse	68	of	the	Koran	which	states,	“by	the	pen	and	by	what	they	inscribe”	

(Porter	2000:	109).	But	what	must	also	be	remembered	that	as	per	the	hadith	(meaning	the	

collected	 traditions	 of	 the	 Prophet	 which	 constituted	 the	 dominant	 frame	 of	 seventh	 to	

tenth	 Arabic-Persian	 historiography),139	 secular	 arts	 were	 formally	 banned	 within	 the	

Safavid	realms.	Because	Sunni	theologians	considered	painting	as	duplicating	creation	or	a	

return	 to	 idolatry,	 there	 was	 an	 uncertainty	 that	 loomed	 over	 painting	 as	 far	 as	 Koranic	

canons	 are	 concerned.	 It	 was	 for	 this	 reason	 that	 the	 masters	 and	 their	 treatise	 of	 the	

sixteenth	century	tried	to	link	these	two	forms	of	expression	–	calligraphy	and	painting	–	in	

order	 to	give	 the	 latter	 some	 form	of	 legitimacy	 in	 Islamic	art	 (Porter	2000).	 This	 relation	

between	‘text	and	image’	had	already	begun	to	emerge	in	the	illustrated	manuscripts	during	

the	 Timurind	period	of	 the	 fourteenth	 century.	 But	 the	 sixteenth	 century	witnessed	 Shah	

Tahmasb’s	dwindling	interest	in	painting,	motivated	by	religious	morality,	which	culminated	

with	the	1556	Edict	of	Sincere	Repentance	which	required	the	Safavid	nobles	to	abstain	from	

worldly	 pleasures	 (Soudavar	 1999).	 It	 was	 this	 fear	 that	 painting,	 and	 especially	 book	

illustration,	would	reach	a	“real	climax”	(Porter	2000:	110)	that	calligraphers	and	even	poets	

tried	to	discover	a	link	between	painting	and	calligraphy,	in	order	to	salvage	the	former.		

	

																																																													
139	See	Rao	et	al.	“Tarikhm	Caritra,	Bakhar”,	in	Textures	of	Time,	which	discusses	the	modes	of	historiographical	
consciousness	that	developed	between	the	eighth	and	fifteenth	centuries	within	Arabic-Persian	traditions.	
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Considered	fundamental	to	the	history	of	art	during	Safavid	times,	Qadi	Ahmad’s	Treatise	on	

Calligraphers	and	Painters	provide	some	snippets	into	the	way	in	which	this	relationship	was	

articulated,		

	

O	key	of	talent,	for	which	reason	has	become	a	banner!	

What	is	this	key?	The	tip	of	the	qalam		

The	qalam	is	an	artist	and	a	painter.	

God	created	two	kinds	of	qalam:	

The	one,	ravishing	the	soul,	is	from	a	plant	

And	has	become	sugarcane	for	the	scribe;	

The	other	kind	of	qalam	is	from	the	animal,	

And	it	has	acquired	its	scattering	of	pearls	from	the	fountain	of	life.	

O	painter	of	pictures	which	would	have	enticed	Mani!	

Thanks	to	you	the	days	of	talent	have	been	adorned	

(Minorsky	1959:	49-50)	

	

The	 fact	 that	 the	 ‘divine’	 qalam	 or	 pen	 was	 no	 longer	 singularly	 used	 to	 produce	

manuscripts,	but	also	as	a	tool	for	producing	pictures,	brought	paintings	into	some	kind	of	

religious	 patronage.	While	 the	qalam	of	 the	 ‘scribe’,	made	 from	 ‘a	 plant’	 referred	 to	 the	

reed	pen,	the	other,	Qadi	Ahmad	mentions,	was	made	from	“feathers	of	angels”,	which	one	

supposes	refers	to	birds.	It	is	the	latter	that	was	used	by	the	‘painter	of	pictures’.		

	

Porter	provides	a	few	historical	instances	to	demonstrate	the	way	in	which	calligraphy	and	

paintings	were	related.	First,	 the	visual	vocabulary	adopted	by	the	classical	Persian	period	

within	which	 “the	 text	 is	 almost	 always	 placed	 inside	 (or	 around)	 the	 illustration”	 (Porter	

2000:	 111),	 was	 opposed	 to	 the	 later	 Safavid	 period,	 as	 well	 as	 Ottomon	 and	 India	 art,	

where	 “a	 page	 can	 be	 absolutely	 devoid	 of	 text”	 (Porter	 2000:	 111).	 Second,	 and	 more	

relevant	to	our	current	discussion,	was	the	way	in	which	painters	used	to	sign	their	names,	

suggesting	the	proximity	of	inscription	to	the	act	of	writing.	Porter	mentions,	

	

The	 most	 frequent	 formula,	 if	 one	 is	 used,	 is	 'amala	 (done	 by),	 though	

others,	 such	 as	 raqama	 (the	 cipher),	 also	 appear,	mainly	 at	 a	 later	 date;	
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even	kataba	(written	by)	was	used	much	earlier	by	painters	like	Abu	Zayd	

on…	 lustre	 ceramics.	 These	 formulas	 are	 the	 same	 as	 the	 ones	 used	 by	

calligraphers;	 they	 show	 again	 the	 close	 link	 between	 calligraphy	 and	

painting	(Porter	2000:	111).	

	

Following	Qadi	Ahmad’s	Treatise,	Dost	Muhammad,	a	sixteenth	century	calligrapher	and	art	

historian,	 dedicated	 an	 album	 (translated	 by	 W	 M	 Thackston)	 to	 Bahram	 Mirza	 (Shah	

Tahmasp’s	brother).	 In	the	Preface,	Muhammad	goes	on	to	relate	the	creative	skills	of	the	

painter	 to	 that	 of	 the	 Creator	 through	 the	 figure	 of	 Adam,	 also	 then	 facilitating	 a	 divine	

origin	of	painting,140		

	

The	 noblest	 re-script	 with	 which	 the	 scribes	 of	 the	 workshop	 of	 prayer	

adorn	the	album	of	composition	and	novelty,	and	the	most	subtle	picture	

with	which	 the	depictors	of	 the	gallery	of	 intrinsic	meaning	decorate	 the	

assemblies	of	creativity	and	 invention,	 is	praise	of	 the	Creator,	by	whose	

pen	are	written	sublime	letters	and	exalted	forms.	

	

In	accordance	with	the	dictum,	‘The	pen	dried	up	with	what	would	be	until	

Doomsday’,	 the	coalesced	 forms	and	dispersed	 shapes	of	 the	archetypes	

were	hidden	in	the	re-cesses	of	the	unseen	in	accordance	with	the	dictum,	

‘I	was	a	hidden	treasure.’	Then,	in	accordance	with	the	words,	‘I	wanted	to	

be	known,	so	 I	created	creation	 in	order	to	be	known,’	he	snatched	with	

the	 fingers	of	 destiny	 the	 veil	 of	 non-existence	 from	 the	 countenance	of	

being,	and	with	the	hand	of	mercy	and	the	pen,	which	was	‘the	first	thing	

God	created’,	he	painted	[them]	masterfully	on	the	canvas	of	being.		

	

[Praise	to]	the	Maker	who	made	the	totality	of	human	form,	which	includes	

the	forms	and	intrinsic	meanings	of	the	next	world,	in	the	work-	shop	called	

																																																													
140	Dost	Muhammad	prepared	in	1544	for	Bahram	Mirza	(1517-1549)	an	album	of	calligraphic	specimens	and	
paintings	 that	 is	 now	 in	 Istanbul,	 Topkapi	 Sarayi	Miizesi.	 In	 this	 Preface	he	 traces	 the	history	of	 calligraphy,	
master-pupil	 relationships	 in	 the	 calligraphic	 art,	 the	 history	 of	 painting	 and	 painters,	 and	 inventories	 the	
scribes	and	artists	who	were	employed	in	Shah	Tahmasp's	studio.	
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‘he	created	Adam	in	his	form’	on	the	page	of	creation	in	the	most	beautiful	

way,	 and	cleansed	 from	 the	 tablet	of	his	being	 the	dust	of	non-existence	

with	the	polish	of	favor;	and	in	the	heights	indicated	by	the	words,	‘Assume	

the	 characteristics	 of	 God’,	 he	 made	 the	 mirror	 of	 creation	 a	 locus	 of	

manifestation	for	names	and	traces	(Thackston	1989:	335-336).	

	

However	 for	 the	 painter	 to	 be	 considered	 a	 pious	 vessel	 of	 communication,	 like	 the	

calligrapher,	it	was	equally	crucial	to	have	a	canonical	treatise	devoted	to	painting,	which	in	

Persian	history,	Porter	claims,	appears	in	the	form	of	Saqidi	Beg	Afshar’s	Cannons	of	Forms	

written	in	1597.141	At	the	very	outset,	Sadiqi	sets	out	his	goal	as	“Let	me	the	one	who	looks	

for	 meaning	 on	 the	 face	 of	 painting”	 (Porter	 2000:	 112).	 This	 was	 set	 primarily	 as	 an	

intellectual	 task	 because	 any	 kind	 of	 artistic	 endeavour	within	 the	 Persian	 pantheon	was	

forbidden	from	reproducing	nature.	As	Porter	writes,	

	

On	 the	 subject	 of	 portraiture,	 he	 (Afshar)	 declares:	 ‘No	 one	will	 ever	 be	

free	from	error,	/	Not	even	Bihzad’.142	Of	animal	painting,	he	writes,	‘You	

have	 to	 be	 far	 from	 the	 likeness	 of	 the	 animals’;	 and	 he	 goes	 on,	

‘Repetition,	 even	 if	 it	 seems	magical,	would	 be	monotonous	 [compared]	

with	nature’.	These	statements	show	that	the	task	of	the	painter	is	not	to	

copy	nature	but	to	go	beyond	it	to	reach	the	world	of	ideas.	This	is	also	the	

reason	why	 the	proportions	of	 the	human	body	are	not	 to	be	 taken	 into	

consideration	by	the	painter...	which	also	why	the	Persian	painters	do	not	

try	 to	 reproduce	 nature	 and	 do	 not	 show	 shadows,	 but	 a	 bright,	 pure,	

luminous	 world,	 beyond	 the	 reach	 of	 terrestrial	 sight.	 This	 would	 also	

explain	why	 the	human	body	 is	painted	 flat,	almost	 transparent,	without	

the	forms	of	muscles...	Persian	painting	does	not	try	to	reproduce	a	model	

from	nature	but	to	represent	an	archetype	(Porter	2000:	113).	

																																																													
141	Sadiqi	Beg	(1533	–1610)	was	a	 Iranian	poet,	biographer,	draftsman,	soldier	and	miniaturist	of	the	Safavid	
period.	His	treatise,	Canons	of	Forms	contained	technical	advice	on	making	and	handling	the	brush,	applying	
colour,	tints	and	washes,	varnish	and	gilding,	preparing	silver,	gold	and	pigments	prepared	from	vegetable	and	
other	mineral	sources.	
	
142	 Kamal	 al-din	 Bihzad	 was	 a	 Persian	 painter	 and	 head	 of	 royal	 ateliers	 during	 the	 late	 Timurid	 and	 early	
Safavid	periods.	
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This	was	probably	one	of	the	most	strategic	ways	whereby	painting	was	intrinsically	brought	

into	likeness	with	calligraphy,	namely	not	through	the	realm	of	‘reproduction’	but	through	

that	of	‘creating	meaning	through	form’.	Porter	continues,	

The	artist's	personal	touch	is	achieved	by	the	use	of	hitherto	unknown	or	

unexpected	 details,	 as	 is	 ornament	 in	 music.	 As	 Alberti	 wrote	 about	

Demetrius,	 ‘What	 pleases	 is	 not	 only	 to	 give	 the	 likeness	 of	 all	 the	

elements,	but	to	add	beauty	to	them.’	On	this	point,	painting	can	easily	be	

compared	with	Persian	classical	poetry	(Porter	2000:	115).		

While	the	function	and	philosophy	of	producing	pictures	was	tied	to	that	of	calligraphy,	both	

activities	were	however	carried	on	within	 the	 institution	of	 the	kitab-khana,	 the	 tenets	of	

which	 were	 already	 saturated	 by	 a	 number	 of	 treatises	 prepared	 by	 different	 master	

calligraphers.	 In	 fact	 in	 his	 discussion	 on	 the	 different	 styles	 of	 writing,	 Qadi	 Ahmad	

mentions	naskh	as	the	most	important	script.	Naskh	or	qalam-al-naskh	is,	Ahmed	describes		

…	a	bookhand,	par	excellence,	of	the	Islamic	East	which	came	on	the	scene	

at	the	end	of	the	4/10th	century	and	the	beginning	of	the	5/11th	century	

and	 progressively	 developed	 into	 a	 great	 variety	 of	 regional	 forms	

(Minorsky	1959:	56).		

Two	other	entries	in	the	Treatise	go	on	to	demonstrate	how	the	tenets	of	calligraphy	were	

possibly	translated	into	the	act	of	painting.	Speaking	about	a	master	painter,	Ahmad	notes,		

Master	 Behzad	 of	 Heart	 was	 trained	 by	 someone	 called	 Ustad	 Mirak	

Naqqash,143	 who	 was	 a	 librarian	 to	 the	 sovereign	 Sultan	 Husayn	 Mirza	

(Minorsky	1959:	180).	

Second,	in	regard	to	another	painter-artist	he	writes,	

Siyavush-Beg	was	a	slave	of	Shah	Tahmasp…	He	came	from	Georgia,	and	

while	he	was	 still	 a	 child,	 the	Shah	assigned	him	 to	 the	naqqash-khana…		

He	 studied	 under	 Maulana	 Muzaffar	 Ali	 and	 excelled	 in	 portraiture	

(Minorsky	1959:	191).		

																																																													
143	Herat	is	the	third	largest	city	of	present	day	Afghanistan	
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From	the	above	excerpts	of	information,	one	begins	to	notice	how	the	naqqashi	community	

in	 Telangana	 share	 certain	 allegories	 related	 to	 the	practice	 of	 painting	developed	during	

the	Safavid	period.	 	One,	 that	a	Master	Behzad,	a	painter,	was	 trained	by	an	Ustad	Mirak	

Naqqash,	a	librarian,	did	point	to	the	possibility	that,	owing	to	the	proximity	which	the	art	of	

painting	shared	with	that	of	calligraphy,	a	‘Naqqash’,	probably	an	expert	at	the	naskh	script,	

was	 also	 intrinsic	 to	 the	 visual	 development	of	 the	painting	 tradition.	 Two,	 that	 a	 certain																							

Siyavush-Beg	 was	 assigned	 to	 the	 naqqash-khana,	 however	 does	 then	 allude	 to	 the	

existence	of	a	separate	enterprise	for	the	painters,	which	no	document	actually	alludes	to.		

While	 discussing	 the	 structure	 and	 organization	 of	 the	 late	 Safavid	 period,	 Marianna	

Simpson	in	her	work	on	kitab-khana	in	Safavid	Iran	notes,		

From	the	detailed	data	of…	several	European	accounts,	we	know	that	the	

kitab-khana	 in	 the	 later	 Safavid	 was	 part	 of	 a	 series	 of	 karkhanas,	 or	

workshops...	 A	 number	 of	 these	 karkhanas	 served	 domestic	 functions	 of	

their	 owner’s	 household,	 such	 as	 the	 kitchen....	 and	 the	 barber	 shop.	

Others,	such	as	the	goldsmith’s	workshop	(zargar-khana)	produced	luxury	

items.	 The	 works	 of	 the	 kitab-khana	 may	 have	 fallen	 into	 the	 latter	

category.	Another	such	karkhana	was	the	naqash-khana	or	painting	studio,	

suggesting	that	painting	(including	presumably	manuscript	illustration)	was	

an	 equal	 operation	 separate	 from	 all	 other	 aspects	 of	 manuscript	

production.			

(Two	 sixteenth	 century	 decrees)	 are	 also	 useful	 as	 confirmation	 of	 the	

types	 of	 artists	 affiliated	 with	 the	 kitab-khana:	 katiban	 (calligraphers	 or	

scribes),	 naqqashan	 (painters),	 muzahhiban	 (limners	 or	 illuminators),	

jadwal-kishan	 (line	 drawers	 or	 rulers),	 jall-karan	 (gold-fleckers),	 and	

sahafan	(binders)...	(Simpson	1993:	110;	112).	

The	kitab-khana	 therefore	 emerged	 later	 as	 a	 conglomerate	 that	 comprised	 the	 different	

skill	sets,	of	which	painting	was	an	integral	pat.	The	nakkash-khana	was	then	probably	part	

of	 the	 kitab-khana,	 which	 soon	 became	 a	 studio	 for	 the	 production	 of	 ‘images’.	 Being	 a	

branch	 of	 the	 patron’s	 kitab-khana,	 the	 tents	 and	 philosophies	 of	 Islamic	 art	 production,	

which	 guided	 the	 production	 of	 books	 and	 manuscripts,	 were	 also	 inherited	 within	 the	
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practices	of	the	naqqash-khana.	Also	given	the	fact	that	the	artists	and	painters	of	the	time	

refer	themselves	with	the	title	Naqqash,	which	bore	proximity	to	a	style	of	script,	and	not	

that	of	painting,	does	further	go	on	to	solicit	the	way	in	which	that	these	the	two	branches	

of	 artistic	 endeavours	 –	 painting	 and	 calligraphy	 –	 were	 rooted	 in	 the	 theological	 tenet	

which	 accords	 emphasis	 on	 the	 act	 of	 ‘creating	 from	 nothing’,	 a	 ‘way	 of	 writing	 the	

universe’.		

It	 is	rather	not	such	a	curious	case	now	when	one	 looks	back	at	the	vocabulary	which	the	

naqqashi	 artists	 of	 Telangana	 today	 employ,	 which	 we	 have	 already	 discussed	 in	 the	

previous	chapter.	We	find	references	to	a	scribal	system,	manifested	in	the	way	they	refer	

to	the	act	of	painting	as	“likhna”	or	writing,	along	with	terminologies	referring	to	‘writing	in	

yellow	and	‘writing	in	black’,	and	in	the	way	in	which	images	are	inscribed	on	the	scroll	in	a	

syntax	of	lines	or	asha.	The	vocabulary	in	fact	reflects	the	way	in	which	the	spirit	of	the	act	

of	 textual	 composition	 is	 ‘poured	 into’	 into	 the	 act	 of	 painting,	 not	 viewed	 as	 having	 a	

separate	aim	or	function,	but	as	 just	another	way	of	creating	form	which	 is	pregnant	with	

meaning.				

Continuing	 the	 discourse	 on	 the	 expressive	 intention	 of	 the	 hand	 that	 draws	 and	writes,	

Ingold	asserts,		

So	 long	 as	 writing	 is	 understood	 in	 its	 original	 sense	 as	 a	 practice	 of	

inscription,	 there	 cannot	 then	 be	 any	 hard-and-fast	 distinction	 between	

drawing	and	writing,	or	between	the	craft	of	the	draughtsman	and	that	of	

the	scribe…	We	draw	lines	as	well	as	write	them,	and	in	each	case	the	line	

is	the	trace	of	a	manual	gesture.	But	what	is	the	difference	between	these	

gestures?	Where	does	drawing	end	and	writing	begin?…	My	main	point	is	

this,	however:	the	hand	that	writes	does	not	cease	to	draw	(Ingold	2007:	

3,	120,	124).	

As	we	have	seen,	this	idea	of	‘creation’	is	one	where	the	art	and	the	artist	cannot	produce	a	

universe	in	the	likeness	of	as	‘we	know	it’,	but	one	which	‘unravels	for	us’.	In	the	previous	

chapter	we	encountered	two	ways	in	which	the	naqqashi	practice	cradles	a	canonical	space	

where	 this	 exchange	 between	 inscription	 and	 writing	 can	 be	 nurtured.	 One,	 the	 under-

drawing	or	naqqal	does	not	claim	to	create	a	narrative,	but	describes	that	which	is	already	
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present.	 Second,	 the	 events	 and	 characters	 depicted	 on	 the	 scrolls	 are	 articulated	 to	

represent	an	archetype,	not	relegated	to	the	past,	but	as	a	continuing	saga	of	episodes.	It	is	

therefore	within	the	practice	of	‘tracing	a	manual	gesture’	that	the	precision	and	salience	of	

events	 and	 the	 virtues	 of	 characters	 effectively	 unveiled	 to	 enable	 the	 audience	 to	

participate	within	the	narrative	universe.					

In	 fact	 Qadi	 Ahmad’s	 Treatise,	 most	 of	 which	 is	 dedicate	 to	 the	 art	 of	 calligraphy	 and	

calligraphers,	 contains	 numerous	 literary	 references	 to	 the	 qualities	 and	 virtues	 of	 ‘good	

writing’,	

“The	aim	of	Murtada	Ali	in	writing	

Was	not	merely	characters	and	dots,	

But	fundamentals,	purity,	virtue:	

And	he	pointed	to	this	by	the	beauty	of	his	writing.	

He	who	said:	“Writing	is	one-half	of	knowledge”	

Is	the	leader	of	prophets	in	knowledge	and	mildness.	

It	was	in	reference	to	the	writing	of	Murtada	Ali	

That	the	Prophet	said	“one-half	of	knowledge.”	

Such	writing	(in	comparison)	with	the	limitations	of	mankind!	

That	was	another	pen	and	another	hand!	

Only	he	who	of	trickery,	intrigues,	and	hypocrisy	

Has	cleansed	himself,	has	become	a	master	in	writing.	

He	who	knows	the	soul,	knows	that	

Purity	of	writing	proceeds	from	purity	of	heart.	

Writing	is	the	distinction	of	the	pure.		

(Minorsky	1959:	78)	

The	purity	of	writing	stemmed	from	and	through	the	purity	of	the	writer.	This	was	how	the	

act	 of	writing	 constituted	 ‘one-half	 of	 knowledge’,	where	 the	 intention	 and	 purity	 of	 the	

artist,	set	on	the	task	of	creation,	was	crucial	to	achieving	what	one	was	seeking.	Skill	then	

was	not	just	a	matter	of	training	the	body,	but	also	a	way	of	cleansing	the	body,	as	a	vessel,	

of	“trickery,	intrigues	and	hypocrisy”.		
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The	 ‘purity	 of	 writing’	 reminds	 us	 of	 Peter	 Dormer’s	 reference	 to	 what	 he	 observes	

craftspeople	call	“honest	work”	to	suggest	the	quality	of	the	work	produced	(Dormer	1997:	

222).	The	superiority	of	work,	Dormer	claims,	lies	not	so	much	in	doing	something	right,	but	

in	the	idea	that	in	that	doing	the	craftsperson	is	“doing	something	that	is	right	for	(her)self”	

(Dormer	1997:	224).	He	continues,	

People	most	often	find	coherence	and	clarification	of	their	values	through	

what	they	actually	do.	Thus	in	the	craft	disciplines,	one	finds	practitioners	

with	a	profound	understanding	of	what	they	are	and	what	they	stand	for.	

This	 understanding	 is,	 in	 part,	 the	 result	 of	 the	 search	 for	 excellence	 in	

their	work	(Dormer	1997:	222).	

What	emerges	is	a	kind	of	familiarity	between	the	way	in	which	Ahmad	talks	about	‘writing’,	

as	 an	 exercise	 to	 nourish	 the	 soul	 both	 of	 the	 writer	 and	 the	 reader,	 Dormer’s	

understanding	of	‘honest	work’,	and	the	way	in	which	Vaikuntam	reveals	the	importance	of	

the	fine	black	lines	or	sairatta	in	establishing	the	genius	of	an	artist.	It	is	the	delicate	way	in	

which	the	artist’s	hand	manoeuvres	the	tip	of	the	hair-brush	along	the	painted	portions	of	

the	canvas	to	render	the	outlines	that	eventually	comes	to	determine	the	‘evocative’	in	the	

craft.	As	we	have	come	to	understand,	the	sophistication	of	technique	within	the	naqqashi	

craft	practiced	in	Telangana	lays	not	so	much	in	the	broad	strokes	of	colour	or	painting,	but	

in	 the	 finely	 drafted	details	 or	 lines,	which	 captures	 the	oddupu.	Therefore	 the	 virtues	of	

‘writing’,	the	human	endeavour	par	excellence	of	the	Islamic	world,	within	which	beauty	and	

purity	of	 the	content	was	not	separate	 from	 its	 representation,	 find	reverberations	within	

the	 language	within	which	Vaikuntam	articulates	 the	 canons	of	his	practice,	 namely	what	

can	be	considered	a	‘good	painting’,	or	who	is	a	‘good	artist’.	It	is	then	the	inseparability	of	

between	“looking	right	and	performing	right”	that	the	clarity	of	lines	or	clarity	in	one’s	work	

then	becomes	a	way	for	the	practitioner	to	articulate	those	moments	of	clarity	within	the	

self.			

One	of	 the	questions	critical	 theorists	of	history	are	concerned	with	 is:	What	qualifies	 the	

past,	 constructed	 through	 historical	 records,	 to	 have	 relevance	 for	 the	 present	 and	 the	

emerging	future	(Koselleck	2002)?	In	fact	one	of	the	reasons	for	the	need	for	this	enquiry,	

according	 to	 Koselleck,	 is	 that	 with	 Enlightenment’s	 preoccupation	with	 Progress,	 history	
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was	 perceived	 through	 a	 time	 that	 was	 no	 longer	 experienced	 as	 transmission,	 but	 as	

acceleration,	pushing	 the	past	back	as	 that	distant	 ‘other’,	 and	 constructing	 the	 future	as	

open	and	unpredictable	(Koselleck	2002).	But,	as	we	see	in	the	way	a	body	of	practice	has	

been	 historically	 moulding	 certain	 conceptual	 frameworks	 for	 Vaikuntam	 to	 inherit,	 it	 is	

precisely	 the	 emergence	 of	 history	 in	 the	 present	 as	 a	 way	 to	 construct	 the	 past-future	

continuum	that	gives	shape	to	the	meaning	of	that	quality	of	the	past	which	has	concerned	

critical	theorists,	namely			experience.		As	Koselleck	writes,		

Every	 human	 being	 has	 a	 space	 of	 experience	 out	 of	 which	 one	 acts,	 a	

space	 in	which	 the	 past	 is	 present	 or	 remembered,	 and	one	 always	 acts	

with	 reference	 to	 horizons	 of	 expectations….	 It	 is	 the	 tensions	 between	

experience	 and	 expectations	 that	 give	 rise	 to	 historical	 time,	 and	 no	

history	can	ever	be	written	independent	of	experience	and	expectations	of	

human	agents.	History	then	can	only	be	a	science	of	experience.	(Koselleck	

2002:	47,	111,	269)	

B. NAQQAL	AND	NAQQALI	

While	the	term	naqqash	can	be	traced	to	the	philosophical	and	social	conditions	of	aesthetic	

production	of	fifteenth	century	Central	Asia,	the	term	naqqal,	in	the	way	it	is	situated	within	

the	practice,	 also	 shares	 semiotic	proximity	with	another	 cultural	practice	of	 Safavid	 Iran.	

The	term	for	the	art	of	story-telling	in	Iran,	which	gained	immense	popularity	during	Safavid	

times	 (1507–1736),	 is	 naqqali,	 and	 naqqals	 refer	 to	 a	 historical	 community	 of	 itinerant	

musicians	who	 feature	 prominently	 in	 the	 everyday	 theatre	 and	 performance	 cultures	 of	

Iran	through	their	sung	epics	and	stories	of	heroism.			

The	 influence	 of	 naqqali	 narration	was	 vast	 and	 significant	 in	 Iran;	 all	 kings	 and	 rules	 of	

dynasties	of	different	epochs	had	their	own	appointed	naqqals	who	were	counted	among	

elites	 in	 the	 royal	 courts,	 and	who	accompanied	 kings	 and	 soldiers	on	 the	battle	 field,	 so	

that	 they	 could	 compose	 stories	 of	 legendary	 wars	 and	 their	 heroes.	 In	 fact,	 even	 after	

presence	 and	 acceptance	 of	 Islam,	 Safavid	 kings,	 who	 selected	 Shiite	 Islam	 as	 the	 main	

religion	 of	 Iran,	 tried	 to	 promote	 and	 publicize	 the	 religion	 by	 using	 naqqals	 religious	

narrations	and	Islamic	stories	(Chelkowski	1991).	
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Mary	Ellen	Page	suggests	that	the	tradition	of	story-telling	in	Iran	emerged	during	the	time	

Ferdowsi	composed	the	epic	Shahname	or	Book	of	Kings,144	around	1000	AD	(Page	1979).	

This	 work	 includes	much	 story	material	 dealing	with	 national	 heroes	 and	 the	 continuous	

battles	between	 Iran	and	her	enemy	Turan.	However,	while	 scholars	 (see	Marzolph	2010)	

claim	 that	 the	 naqqali	 tradition	 was	 institutionalized	 in	 the	 Timurid	 period	 (1370–1507),	

present-day	naqqals	 unanimously	 claim	 that	 the	 practice	 originated	 in	 Safavid	 times.	 The	

practice	 involves	 story-tellers	 using	 a	 canvas	 screen	 of	 unbleached	 calico	 tableau	 with	

drawings	 depicting	 episodes	 from	 the	Shahnamei,	 scenes	 from	 the	Battle	 of	 Karbala,	 and	

miracles	and	generosities	of	Shiite	Imams.	The	screen	on	which	these	drawings	are	rendered	

is	 called	purdah,	which	 is	 scrolled	 shape	 and	 is	 hanged	 from	 the	wall.	 The	naqqal	 always	

holds	 a	 stick	 in	 hand	 and	 describes	 the	 painting	 with	 the	 tip	 of	 his	 stick.	 Page,	 who	

conducted	her	 research	during	 the	period	1974-75,	observed	 that	naqqali	was	performed	

not	 in	theatres,	but	 in	coffee	houses	(Page,	 in	Chelkowski	1991).	 In	the	Safavid	period	the	

coffee	 houses	 functioned	 as	 a	 literary	 salon	where	 kings,	 aristocrats,	 notables,	 poets	 and	

artists	 were	 assembled	 to	 pass	 the	 time,	 to	 engage	 in	 literary	 discussions	 or	 to	 listen	 to	

poems	and	stories	(Yamamoto	2003).	

An	integral	aspect	of	the	narrative	practice	is	the	written	text	of	the	story,	called	the	tumar.	

The	tumar	is	the	outline	or	synopsis	of	the	episodes	of	the	story	in	prose,	without	which	he	

training	of	a	novice	would	not	be	complete.	Based	on	her	research	in	Tehran	in	the	1990s,	

Kumiko	Yamamoto	writes,		

They	serve	to	preserve	and	transmit	story	material,	ranging	from	the	plot	

structure	to	the	names	of	secondary	characters.	Most	of	all,	by	providing	

formal	 guidance	 to	 novice	 and	 average	 storytellers	 as	 to	 how	 a	 familiar	

story	 is	 developed	 into	 a	 series	 of	 oral	 performances,	 they	 guarantee	 a	

minimum	 level	of	 consistency	among	 individual	performances,	 as	well	 as	

that	 of	 enjoyment	 for	 audiences…	 Although	 the	 storyteller	 essentially	

																																																													
144	The	Shahndmeh	or	‘Book	of	Kings’,	by	Abu	'l-Qasim	Hasan	Ferdowsi,	is	the	longest	poem	ever	written	by	a	
single	 author.	 He	 is	 epic	 work	 narrates	 the	 history	 of	 Iran	 from	 the	 time	 of	 the	 first	 king,	 Kayumars,	 who	
established	his	rule	at	the	dawn	of	time,	up	to	the	conquest	of	Persia	by	the	Muslim	Arab	invasions	of	the	early	
seventh	century	AD		
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follows	the	storyline	given	in	the	tumâr,	he	does	not	necessarily	reproduce	

it.	 In	 order	 to	 facilitate	 the	 audience’s	 comprehension,	 and	 to	 secure	 its	

return,	 he‘re-works’	 the	 story	 in	 performance	 as	 appropriate.	 This	

reworking	 may	 involve	 a	 change	 of	 style,	 shifts	 of	 emphasis,	 and	 the	

addition	of	 descriptive	 and	evaluative	 comments.	 (Yamamoto	2003:	 252,	

254).	

In	fact	William	Crooke’s	ethnographic	equivalent	of	Thurston’s,	namely	Tribes	and	Castes	of	

North	 West	 India,	 equates	 Kashmiri	 bhands,	 a	 community	 of	 professional	 jesters,	 to	 a	

community	 called	naqqal,	 engaged	 in	 rural	 theatre	 in	Uttar	Pradesh;	 in	 fact	 the	 latter	are	

reported	 to	 have	migrated	 from	 Kashmir	 (Crooke	 1896,	 Vol.	 II).	 The	 exchange	 of	 cultural	

practices	 and	 communities	 between	 Persia	 and	 the	 Indian	 sub-continent	 began	 with	 the	

Delhi	Sultanate	(1206-1526)	and	continued	right	until	the	end	of	the	Mughal	Empire.	While	

relevance	of	aspects	of	this	exchange	to	the	naqqashi	practice	will	be	discussed	below,	it	will	

be	 suffice	 to	 say	 at	 this	 stage	 that	 the	 everyday	 vocabulary	which	Vaikuntam	employs	 to	

explain	 the	 most	 preliminary,	 yet	 most	 crucial,	 aspect	 of	 the	 art	 practice,	 namely	 the																			

under-drawing	 or	 naqqal,	 has	 a	 kind	 of	 historical	 potency	 which	 one	 can	 only	 begin	 to	

contemplate.				

Although	no	systematic	research	has	been	done	on	the	genesis	of	the	term	naqqal	referring	

to	this	geo-specific	practice	of	story-telling,	other	than	that	it	refers	to	the	art	of	mimicry,	I	

would	like	to	commit	a	brief	discussion	on	the	way	this	dissertation	looks	at	correspondence	

of	 terminologies	 in	 the	 two	practices.	 It	has	been	mentioned	 in	 the	previous	chapter	 that	

the	 term	naqqal	 for	 the	 under-drawing	 is	 possibly	 derived	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 painter	

copies	or	mimics	the	oral	narration	of	the	accompanying	story-teller	on	canvas,	or	simply	is	

‘copying	 from’	 an	 old	 scroll.	 Similarly	 the	 practice	 of	 story-telling	 in	 Iran	 is	 called	naqqali	

because	the	story-tellers	or	naqqals	are	not	simply	reproducing	the	event,	but	reproducing	

the	narrative	energy	of	the	event	through	their	performance,	as	we	have	already	discussed	

through	 the	 way	 in	 which	 Rao	 et	 al.	 speak	 about	 ‘hyper-realism’	 in	 the	 way	 history	 is	

remembered	and	reported	(Rao	et	al	2001).	

Similarly,	the	relevance	of	tumar	as	the	outline	of	episodes	of	the	epic	to	be	narrated,	in	my	

mind,	 also	 echoes	 with	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 naqqal	 for	 Vaikuntam,	 where	 what	 he	
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preserves	 through	 the	 amorphous	 figures	 of	 the	 under-drawing	 is	 his	 memory	 of	 the	

‘design’	of	the	narrative,	to	be	brought	to	life	through	the	details.	Also,	while	providing	the	

outline	of	the	story,	the	tumar	allows	for	improvisations	in	style	and	content;	similarly	the	

painted	 scroll	 for	 the	 story-tellers,	 as	 we	 have	 seen	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter,	 acts	 like	 a	

mnemonic	 device	 to	 render	 the	 ‘flow’	 of	 the	 narrative;	 they	were	 always	 free	 to	 change	

emphasis	 from	one	event,	 or	 even	drop	one	 character.	 Thus	 just	 as	 tumar	 functions	 as	 a	

‘text’	within	the	naqqali	tradition	(Page	1979),	the	naqqal	and	the	painted	scroll	function	as	

the	same	for	the	artist	and	the	story-teller	respectively.	

V. THE	MOVEMENT	OF	PRACTICE	AND	PRACTITIONERS	

As	we	 have	 seen	 previously,	 the	way	 in	which	 Vaikuntam’s	 narrative	 about	 the	naqqashi	

lineage,	oscillates	between	different	geographical	and	temporal	realms,	namely	between	a	

community	 of	 practitioners	 migrating	 during	 a	 specific	 historical	 period	 in	 time,	 and	 the	

legend	 of	 a	 goddess	who	 is	 considered	 progenitor	 of	 the	 community.	 This	 section	 traces	

those	 itineraries	 which	 collective	 memory	 about	 identity	 opens	 up.	 The	 attempt	 is	 to	

recount	the	historical	conditions	under	which	the	trope	naqqash	emerged	as	metaphyscial	

and	religious	canons	of	inscription,	and	the	way	in	which	it	entered	into	the	aesthetic	field	

through	cultural	exchanges	between	different	regimes	of	political	and	economic	patronage.	

	

The	movement	of	the	naqqash	practice	and	its	philosophy	from	Persia/Middle	East	to	India	

can	be	attributed	to	varied	historical	forces	that	were	almost	simultaneous.	First,	 it	was	in	

the	 late	 fifteenth	 century	 that	 the	 provinces	 of	 the	 Bahamani	 Empire	 broke	 off	 into	

independent	 states,145	 of	 which	 the	 salient	 courts	 were	 those	 of	 Nizam	 Shahis	 of	

Ahmednagar	 (1490-1636),	 the	 Adil	 Shahis	 of	 Bijapur	 (1489-1686)	 and	 Qutb	 Shahis	 of	

Golconda	 (151-1687).	 While	 the	 Nizam	 Shahis	 embraced	 Shi’ism	 in	 the	 early	 fifteenth	

century,	 the	 Qutb	 Shahis	 and	 Adil	 Shahis	 were	 descendants	 of	 the	 Turkman	 princes	 and	

Ottoman	 dynasty	 respectively.	 Moreover	 it	 was	 after	 the	 conquest	 of	 Iran	 by	 the	 Shia	

Safavid	dynasty	in	the	early	sixteenth	century	that	the	Deccan	princes	perceived	the	Safavid	

state	as	the	source	of	their	own	legitimacy,	and	the	Sunni	Mughal	Empire	as	their	rivals.	As	a	

																																																													
145	The	Bahamani	Empire	 (1347-1527)	was	a	Muslim	state	 in	Deccan	 India,	established	by	Ala-ud-Din	Hassan	
Bahman	Shah,	who	revolted	against	the	Delhi	Sultanate	of	Muhammad-bin-Tughlaq.	
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result,	 the	 art,	 poetry	 and	music	 of	 the	Deccan	 Sultanates	were	 highly	 influenced	 by	 the	

courts	in	Persia,	which	was	also	caused	by	the	physical	movement	of	painters,	calligraphers	

and	poets	across	the	Arabian	Sea.146		

	

Beginning	 from	 the	 fourteenth	 century,	 the	 Bahamani	 dynasty,	 continuing	 up	 to	 the	

independent	 Sultanates,	 were	 pre-occupied	 with	 wars	 against	 the	 Vijaynagara	 Empire,	

beginning	with	the	Sangamas,	right	up	to	Krishna	Deva	Raya	of	the	early	sixteenth	century,	

till	 the	 Empire	was	 vanquished	 in	 1565.	 But	 as	 Erdogan	 demonstrates	 in	 the	 case	 of	 the	

Safavid	and	Ottoman	Empire,	“one	of	the	outcomes	of	hostilities...	was	cultural	exchange.”	

(Erdogan	2009:	45).	

	

In	his	essay,	Sultan	Among	Kings,	Phillip	Wagoner	discusses	the	implications	of	Vijaynagara	

being	“one	of	the	many	states	located	at	the	periphery	of	an	expanding	Islamic	civilization”	

(Wagoner	1996:	854)	–	with	the	Mughals	in	the	North	and	the	Sultanates	in	the	immediate	

neighbourhood.	This	was	exacerbated	by	the	geographical	location	of	the	Empire	within	the	

networks	of	the	Indian	Ocean	trade	routes,	which	connected	Vijaynagara	to	the	south	China	

coast	 in	 the	east	 and	 the	Persian	Gulf	 and	Red	Sea	 to	 the	west.	Because	of	Vijaynagara’s	

dependence	on	the	trade	with	south	Arabia	for	its	war-horses,	it	was	expected	by	the	court	

to	take	interest	in	the	affairs	of	the	imperial	courts	of	Iran	and	Central	Asia	(Eaton	2005).	In	

his	chronicle	Malta-i	sa’dayn	(Rising	Point	of	the	Two	Lucky	Stars),	Kalamuddin	Abdul	Razaq	

Samarqandi,	an	emissary	from	Timurid	kind	Shah	Rukh	to	the	court	of	Devaraya	II,	describes	

his	visit	to	the	kingdom	of	Vijaynagara	and	his	tryst	with	the	people	and	their	king	in	January	

1445	(Thackston	1989).147		

	

For	 the	 Vijaynagara	 kings	 to	 be	 acknowledged	 by	 their	 subjects,	 and	 by	 rulers	 of	 other	

states,	 who	 were	 now	 visiting	 their	 courts,	 it	 was	 crucial	 for	 them	 to	 move	 beyond	 a	

“traditionally	 Indic	 idiom”	 (Wagoner	1996:	855)	and	be	accepting	of,	what	Wagoner	 calls,	
																																																													
146	See	Richard	Eaton,	The	New	Cambridge	History	of	India,	Volume	1,	Part	8	–	A	Social	History	of	the	Deccan,	
1300-1761,	2005.	
147	Thackston	records,	“In	January	1442	Kamaluddin	Abdul-Razzaq	Samarqandi,	a	high	court	functionary,	was	
sent	as	emissary…	in	response	to	a	request	for	a	representative	from	the	king	of	Calicut	(present-day	Kozhikode	
in	Kerala)	on	the	Malibar	coast	of	India.	In	his	history,	Matta's!	sa'dayn	(Rising	point	of	the	two	lucky	starsl),	a	
chronicle	 covering	 the	 years	 up	 to	 1470,	 he	 describes	 his	 experiences	 in	 Calicut	 and	 in	 the	 much	 larger	
neighboring	kingdom	of	Vijay	ana	gar	and-his	misadventures	at	sea	on	his	return	journey	to	Herat	in	January	
1445”	(Thackston	1889:	299).	
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“Islamicate	modes	of	legitimation”(Wagoner	1996:	855).	By	Islamicate,	Wagoner	refers	to	a	

political	 strategy	 whereby	 indigenous	 elites	 seek	 to	 enhance	 their	 political	 status	 by	

participating	in	the	“more	‘universal’	culture	of	Islam”,	but	one	that	pertains	to	the	secular	

realm	 (Wagoner	1996).	While	Wagoner	discusses	 the	 Islamization	of	 the	Vijaynagara	elite	

courts	 through	 the	 system	 of	 men’s	 court	 dress	 as	 represented	 in	 vernacular	 texts,	

chronicles	of	foreign	travellers	and	most	importantly	wall	murals	at	the	Veerabhadra	temple	

at	 Lepakshi,	 one	 hopes	 that	 such	 a	 historical	 construction	 of	 the	 political	 contexts	within	

which	 the	Vijaynagara	 Empire	 existed	would	 be	 sufficient	 to	 build	 a	 case	 for	 a	 conducive	

environment	 for	 the	 interaction	 between	 ‘indigenous’	 artists	 of	 Vijaynagara	 and	 their	

Islamic	counterparts.			

	

Alongside,	while	the	movement	of	artistic	canons	and	practices	between	Persia	and	South	

Asia	might	have	begun	earlier,	a	rather	organized	chronology	of	the	transition	of	artists	and	

art	 ‘between	 Safavid	 and	 the	Mughals’148	 in	 India	 in	 the	 late	 sixteenth	 century	 has	 been	

outlined	by	Persian	art	historian	Abolala	Soudavar	through	Humayun’s	visit	 in	1544	to	the	

Safavid	court	seeking	Shah	Tahmasb’s	help	to	recapture	Qandahar.	Soudavar	writes,				

	

The	 political	 consequence	 of	 the	 Safavid	 encounter	 notwithstanding,	

Humayun’s	visit	is	mostly	remembered	as	a	fortuitous	event	that	launched	

the	development	of	the	Mughal	School	of	painting.	From	an	art	historical	

perspective,	 its	 timing	 could	 not	 be	 more	 propitious;	 Persian	 courtly	

painting	had	reached	new	heights	but,	at	the	same	time,	the	royal	Safavid	

library-atelier	was	sliding	into	disarray.	It	thus	prompted	the	departure	of	

the	celebrated	painters…	for	the	Mughal	court.	Other	artists	followed	suit.	

Some	 remained	 there,	 and	 some	 came	 back	 and	 paved	 the	way	 for	 the	

migration	of	the	next	generation	of	painters	(Soudavar	1999:	49).	

	

In	his	Treatise,	Qadi	Ahamd	too	enumerates	one	such	incident,	

	

																																																													
148	Also	the	title	of	Soudavar’s	article	
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Mir	Musavvir	was	a	native	of	Badakhshan.149	He	was	a	portraitist,	working	

neatly,	 and	 made	 very	 pleasant	 and	 pretty	 images.	 When	 Humayun-

padshah150	came	to	Iraq,	he	said	to	(Shah	Tahmasp):	‘If	that	sultan	of	the	

universe…	 gives	me	Mir	Musavvir,	 I	 shall	 send	 him	 from	 Hindustan	 one	

thousand	tumans	as	a	present.’	 In	view	of	this	circumstance,	his	son,	Mir	

Sayyid	 Ali,	 who	 is	 art	 was	 more	 clever	 than	 his	 father,	 was	 the	 first	 to	

hasten	to	India	(Minorsky	1959:	185).	

	

The	fact	that	most	artists	from	the	royal	atelier	soon	began	expressing	their	own	desire	to	

join	 the	Mughal	 library,	 stemmed	 from,	 as	 Soudavar	 puts	 it,	 “the	 Safavid	 library-atelier...	

sliding	 into	 disarray”	 (Soudavar	 1999:	 50).	 The	 root	 cause	 was	 however	 Shah	 Tahmab’s	

waning	 interest	 in	 the	 ‘secular’	 arts,	 owing	 to	 the	 Edict	 of	 Sincere	Repentance,	which	we	

have	already	discussed	above.			

	

This	was	followed	by	two	subsequent	waves	which	were	a	result	of	the	continuous	loss	of	

patronage	 on	 part	 of	 the	 Safavid	 Empire,	 and	 active	 patronage	 on	 part	 of	 the	 Mughals	

(Soudavar	 1999).	 The	 Second	Wave	was	 a	 reverse	 tide,	where	migrating	 artists	 from	 the	

Safavid	courts	returned	from	the	Mughal	court	after	the	death	of	Humayun,	an	avid	patron	

of	 the	arts.	On	the	other	hand,	 the	Third	Wave	was	caused	by	the	murder	of	Vizer	of	 the	

Safavid	Empire,	and	patron,	Mirza	Salman	(1577-1583)	at	the	hands	of	the	Qizilbash	amirs,	

the	Shi’i	militant	group.	This	caused	another	cycle	of	migration	of	artists	 from	the	Persian	

court	 to	 Mughal	 India,	 most	 notable	 among	 them	 an	 artist	 by	 the	 name	 Farrukh	 Beyg	

(Soudavar	1999).	 In	 fact	Saudavar	goes	on	to	refer	to	the	writings	of	Deccani	poet	Zuhuri,	

who	suggests	that	Farrukh	Beyg	was	in	fact	an	established	painter	in	the	Deccan	court.		

	

This	set	 into	motion	what	Neeladri	Bhattacharya	calls	a	“circulatory	 regime”,	meaning	not	

simple	mobility,	 but	 a	 double	movement	 of	 going	 forth	 and	 coming	 back	 of	 information,	

knowledge,	cultural	productions	(Bhattacharya	2006:	78).	As	Saudavar	reports,			

	

																																																													
149	Badakhshan	is	a	historic	region	comprising	parts	of	what	is	now	northeastern	Afghanistan	and	southeastern	
Tajikistan.	
	
150	Padshah	refers	to	‘Emperor’.	
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…	 [U]nlike	 the	 first	 wave	 which	 included	 artists...	 who	 remained	

entrenched	in...	Persian	mode	of	painting,	the	third	wave	artists	had	been	

trained	by	 the	 second	wave	painters,	who	better	 prepared	 them	 for	 the	

Mughal	 taste	 and	 modes	 of	 painting.	 The	 flourishing	 of	 Farrukh	 Beyg's	

style	in	India	may	ultimately	be	traced	to	the	style	which	he	inherited	from	

the	two	returning	artists...	(Soudavar	1999:	59)	

	

Though	the	Deccan’s	political	 independence	 from	Mughal	 India	was	disrupted	 for	about	a	

period	 of	 four	 decades	 when	 Aurangzeb	 extended	 and	 established	 a	 Mughal	 court	 in	

Ahmednagar	 in	 the	 Deccan	 in	 1600,	 the	 effects	 of	 the	 imperial	Mughal	 aesthetic	 on	 the	

Deccan-Persian	 style	 was	 very	 palpable.	 Vishakha	 Desai	 informs	 us	 that	 by	 the	 mid-

seventeenth	century,	Mughal	art	was	already	in	close	proximity	to	the	Rajasthan	School	of	

painting,	 owing	 to	 the	 political	 relationships	 between	 Mughal	 and	 Rajput	 courts,	 which	

required	Rajput	princes	 to	be	 stationed	 in	Mughal-occupied	 regions	of	Kashmir,	 Lucknow,	

Patna	and	Bengal,	while	 the	Mughal	presence	was	overarching	 in	 the	courts	of	Rajasthan,	

namely	 Bikaner,	 Mundi	 and	 Kishangarh	 (Desai	 1990).	 British	 historian	 and	 archaeologist	

Percy	 Brown	 in	 his	 1929	 monograph	 Indian	 Painting	 makes	 a	 rather	 astute	 observation,	

which	 echoes	 what	 we	 have	 already	 discussed	 about	 the	 relationship	 of	 calligraphy	 and	

painting	within	the	Persian	tradition,	which	by	this	time	was	inherited	by	the	Mughal	school.	

Brown	writes,	

	

The	 Mogul	 miniature	 is	 distinguished	 from	 any	 other	 style	 of	 Indian	

painting	by	one	feature	which	at	once	proclaims	 its	 foreign	origin.	This	 is	

the	 calligraphic	 character	 of	 its	 outlines.	 In	 Persia	 on	 the	 one	 side,	 and	

China	on	the	other,	an	 ideographic	method	of	brushwork	has	profoundly	

influenced	the	handling	and	methods	of	expression	of	the	painter.	Distinct	

traces	of	the	same	quality	are	observable	 in	the	brushwork	of	the	Mogul	

artists,	and	in	this	sense	alone	these	miniatures	stand	apart	from	all	other	

forms	of	Indian	painting”	(Brown	1929:	73).		

	

A	 similar	 phenomenon	 occurred	 vis-a-vis	 the	 Deccan.	 After	 the	 Mughal	 conquest	 of	

Ahmednagar,	 many	 Rajput	 princes,	 especially	 of	 the	 courts	 of	 Bundi,	 Jotah	 and	 Bikaner,	
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were	 stationed	 in	 the	 Deccan	 during	 the	 seventeenth	 and	 early	 eighteenth	 centuries.	 As	

Michell	and	Zibrowski	report	in	the	Art	and	Architecture	of	the	Deccan	Sultanates,		

	

Such	grand	princes	brought	their	wives,	relatives	and	servants.	It	is	certain	

that	 painters	 accompanied	 them	 as	 well	 so	 that	 the	 maharajas	 could	

continue	 their	 role	 as	 patrons	 of	 the	 arts	 from	 the	magnificent	 tents	 in	

which	they	lived	(Michell	and	Zibrowski	1999:	177).	

	

This	was	also	 combined	by	 the	 loss	of	patronage	 that	 the	arts	 suffered	under	Aurangzeb.		

Under	 Aurangzeb	 the	 Mughal	 Empire	 reached	 its	 greatest	 extent,	 yet	 the	 emperor's	

puritanical	 outlook	 and	 his	 costly	 wars	 meant	 that	 the	 generous	 support	 given	 by	 his	

predecessors	 to	 learning	 and	 the	 arts	was	 almost	 completely	withdrawn.	 This	 forced	 the	

artistic	community	from	the	Mughal	centres	to	scatter	all	over	the	country	–	artists	travelled	

to	 Lucknow,	 Hyderabad,	 Patna,	 Bengal,	 and	 even	 in	 the	 hill	 valleys	 of	 the	 Punjab,	 which	

many	 believe	 lay	 the	 foundation	 for	 the	 Pahari	 paintings	 of	 the	 seventeenth	 century	

(Michell	and	Zibrowski	1999).151		

	

The	proximity	to	the	Mughal	and	Rajasthan	schools	did	influence	the	Deccan	schools	of	art.	

The	realism	and	accuracy	of	Mughal	art,	especially	themes	of	the	court	and	hunting,	came	

to	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 Deccan	 style	 (especially	 Bijapur	 and	 Ahmednagar,	 owing	 to	 the	 more	

prominence	 of	 the	 Mughal	 empire,	 compared	 to	 Golconda),	 which	 before	 the	 Mughal	

influence	was	fixated	on	the	fantastical	and	romantic.	However,	despite	these	influences	the	

vitality	and	brilliant	decorative	sense,	which	characterised	the	Deccan	school,	was	not	lost.		

Because	of	the	movement	of	Deccani	painters	to	North	India	during	the	four	decades	when	

Mughals	established	their	capital	in	Ahmednagar,	and	also	owing	to	the	presence	of	Mughal	

and	Rajput	nobles	in	the	Deccan,	the	styles	of	these	three	schools	–	Mughal,	Rajasthan	and	

Deccan	–	began	to	merge.	Michell	and	Zibrowski	expound	further,	

	

																																																													
151	 Pahari	 painting,	 referring	 to	 paintings	 that	 come	 from	 the	 mountains,	 is	 a	 form	 of	 miniatures	 which	
originated	from	the	Himalayan	hill	kingdoms	of	India	between	the	seventeenth	and	nineteenth	centuries.		See	
B	N	Goswamy	Pahari	Masters:	Court	Painters	of	Northern	India,	2012.	
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To	complicate	matters,	by	the	second	half	of	the	seventeenth	century	we	

begin	to	discern	reciprocal	Indian	influences	on	Iranian	art	emanating	from	

both	 the	 Mughal	 and	 Deccani	 traditions.	 Despite	 links	 to	 Iran,	 a	 local	

flavour	 inevitably	 developed.	 Both	 native	 and	 foreign	 artists	 must	 have	

often	worked	side	by	side	and	 influenced	each	other’s	work	(Michell	and	

Zibrowski	1999:	191).	

	

The	above	documentation	of	the	artistic	networks	that	were	drafted	between	Central	and	

South	Asia	and	within	 the	 latter,	allows	us	 to	ask	 the	question:	How	 is	an	artist’s	 identity	

borrowed	 from	 the	 artistic	 environment	 within	 which	 she	 works?	 	 While	 discussing	 the	

career	of	the	Indo-Persian	artist	Farrukh	Beyg,	art	historian	John	Seyller	writes,		

	

In	short,	Farrukh	Beg's	pronounced	artistic	identity	seems	more	the	result	

of	his	own	cumulative	experiences	than	the	mirror	of	different	sensibilities	

projected	by	his	various	patrons.	It	is	only	when	an	artist	moves	about	as	

much	as	Farrukh	Beg	that	we	come	to	realize	that	‘with’	whom	one	works	

matters	as	much	as	‘for’	whom	one	works	(Seyller	1995:	341).	

Today	 there	 are	 naqqash	 communities	 in	 Andhra	 Pradesh,	 Orissa,	 Rajasthan,	 Punjab,	

Lucknow	and	Kashmir	whose	repertoire	of	work	includes	painting,	metal	engraving,	papier-

mâché,	 wood-carving	 and	 leather-embossing.	 These	 are	 communities	 who	 have	 evolved	

techniques	and	methods	of	their	craft	over	the	course	of	different	patrons,	local	traditions	

and	new	emerging	artistic	environments.		What	is	being	suggested	then	is	given	the	way	this	

artistic	 practice	 has	 been	 travelling	 across	 a	 rather	 large	 geographical	 expanse	 with	 its	

connoisseurs,	patrons	and	masters,	the	naqqash	workmanship	and	the	naqqash	identity	are	

generated	 within	 a	 history	 of	 the	 interaction	 and	 inter-textuality	 between	 geographies,	

religious	philosophies,	cultural	policies,	skills	sets	and	people	who	practice	them.		

The	 past	 then	 is	 not	 created	 as	 an	 artifice,	 marked	 by	 its	 physical	 absence.	 It	 is	 in	 fact	

through	 its	 formulation	 in	 traces	 and	 remnants	 that	 the	 past	 can	 be	 theorized	 (Koselleck	

2002).	As	mentioned	earlier	in	this	chapter,	history	is	possible	not	only	through	its	reading	

into	 and	 from	objects,	 but	 as	moments	 of	 active	 performance,	 from	which	 trails	 emerge.	

From	the	discussion	on	 the	epistemology	of	naqqash	we	see	how	the	 linguistic	 structures	
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which	mould	the	naqqashi	practice	of	Telangana	today	are	enactments	of	tenets	which	were	

drafted	under	specific	historical	and	cultural	conditions.	

But	equally	 important	 is	the	way	in	which	while	recalling	a	history,	the	artists	map	certain	

geographies	 and	 spaces	 –	 Rajasthan	 under	 the	 Mughal	 regime,	 Deccan	 under	 the	

Vijaynagara	Empire	–	as	axes	 through	which	narrative	 trails	proliferate.	Writing	about	 the	

way	 in	 which	 spatial	 trajectories	 are	 delineated	 within	 the	 visual	 narrative	 of	 the	

Devnarayan	scroll,	Malik’s	analysis	reflects	rather	well	the	way	in	which	the	imagination	of	

geographical	 trajectories	 within	 the	 anecdotal	 rendition	 of	 history	 is	 latent	 with	 finer,	

‘scientific’	details,	the	kind	which	we	have	just	recounted.	He	notes,			

The	scroll	may	be	composed	of	a	number	of	locales,	but	it	is	more	than	the	

sum	of	its	parts.	It	is	not	a	list	of	places	but	an	organic	space	whose	parts	

interrelate.	 Firstly,	 the	 positioning	 of	 the	 locales	 is	 governed	 by	 an	

approximate	geography	where	relation	between	places	 is	psychologically,	

if	 not	 cartographically,	 acceptable.	 .	 .	 .	 Secondly,	 links	 are	 maintained	

between	the	different	areas	by	the	continuity	of	action;	a	continuity	which	

is	both	spatial…	as	well	as	temporal	(Malik	2005:	50)	

Thus	 the	 different	 narrative	 genres	 through	 which	 Vaikuntam	 chooses	 to	 resolve	 the	

question	of	origin	and	lineage	–	of	history,	through	the	patronage	of	the	king	and	dynasties,	

and	mythology,	through	the	figure	of	the	goddess	and	her		–	in	a	sense	could	also	refer	to	

the	oscillation	between	 the	 ‘general’	 and	 the	 ‘particular’.	One,	Chitrakara	 refers	 to	wider	

community	 of	 artists	 spread	 across	 the	 South	 Asian	 landscape,	 including	 Orissa,	 West	

Bengal,	Tamil	Nadu	and	Kerala,	even	Nepal,152	and	sharing	similar	 techniques	of	 the	craft;	

naqqashi	 includes	 those	 whose	 practice	 and	 art-form	 have	 been	 shaped	 through	 very	

specific	geographical	and	socio-political	networks.	Two,	Chitrakara	refers	to	a	communities	

who	 have	 been	 historically	 associated	 with	 varied	 practices	 of	 painting	 styles	 that	 are		

region	specific;	naqqashi	on	the	other	hand	is	a	super-text	inscribed	on	this	which	refers	to	

an	artistic	acumen	involving	a	very	specific	‘ideographic	method	of	brushwork’.	

																																																													
152	 Chitrakar	 is	 the	 name	 of	 a	 community	 of	 artists	 from	 the	 Kathmandu	 valley	 of	 Nepal,	 and	 have	 been	
historically	associated	with	painting	religious	paintings	and	murals	for	temple,	apart	from	masks	and	paintings	
on	ceramic	and	wood.	The	Chitrakara	of	West	Bengal	are	famous	for	the	Bengal	pata-chitra	which	is	a	mobile	
narrative	scroll,	accompanied	by	a	sung	tale	by	the	artist	herself.				
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This	 chapter	began	with	our	discussion	about	 the	way	 in	which	 caste	history	and	 identity	

was	 constructed	by	 the	 colonial	 record	 as	 the	 “only	 relevant	 site	 for	 the	 textualization	 of	

Indian	identity”	(Dirks	1992:	66),	or	that	identities	based	on	occupation	were	primarily	caste	

identities.	 However	 what	 we	 have	 here	 is	 an	 instance	 where	 ‘caste’,	 as	 an	 identity,	 is	

replaced	by	another	trope,	naqqash,	whose	emergence	within	a	language	of	practice,	then	

creates	a	 space	 to	 imagine	other	possibilities	of	expressing	one’s	being-in-the-world	other	

than	 the	 framework	 of	 identity	 (Malik	 2016).	 	 Thus	 borrowing	 from	 Prasad,	 there	 is	 no	

singular	 normative	 source	 from	 which	 people	 derive	 their	 cognitive	 conception	 of	 the	

universe;	 there	exists	within	 the	moral	 imagination	of	 individuals	 a	plurality	of	 codes	 and	

contexts	 that	 not	only	 coexist,	 but	 also	 compete,	 collaborate	 and	even	 sometimes	 ignore	

one	another	while	articulating	language	in	everyday	life	(Prasad	2007).			

Going	 back	 to	 then	 what	 was	 outlined	 as	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 chapter	 –	 the	 task	 of	

recounting	 the	 historical	 and	 philosophical	 conditions	 under	 which	 the	 trope	 naqqash	

emerged	as	a	politically	and	religiously	form	of	inscription,	and	the	way	in	which	it	entered	

into	 the	 aesthetic	 field	 through	 cultural	 exchanges	 between	 Central	 Asia	 and	 India,	 is	

directed	 towards	 demonstrating	 the	 way	 in	 which	 these	 networks	 of	 itineraries	 are	

resonated	 in	 the	 everyday	 vocabulary	 of	 the	 community	 of	 artists	 in	 Telangana.	 The	

reference	 to	 the	 under-drawing	 as	 nakkal,	 the	 naming	 of	 the	 gesture	 which	 inscribes	 as	

writing	or	likhna,	the	syntactical	unfolding	of	the	images	within	the	panels	of	scroll,	and	the	

eventual	location	of	the	sophistication	of	the	art	form	and	the	superiority	of	the	artist	within	

the	rendition	of	the	fine	lines	–	these	are	some	of	the	aspects	of	the	practice	which	artists	

have	embodied.	However	the	possession	of	this	knowledge	and	language	is	not	something	

which	is	contingent	on	these	artists	being	conscious	of	the	genealogy	of	the	art	form;	what	

is	important	to	appreciate	is	that	the	moment	of	making,	namely	the	known	and	formulated	

aspect	of	this	practice,	is	pregnant	with	the	endless	repetitions	of	exchanges	between	event	

and	 experience.	 Commenting	 on	 the	 way	 in	 which	 knowledge	 persists	 within	 time,	

Ramanujan	recalls	Bakhtin’s	commentary	on	Dostoevsky’s	heroes,	

Every	thought.	.	.	senses	itself	to	be	from	the	very	beginning	a	rejoinder	in	

an	 unfinished	 dialogue.	 Such	 thought	 is	 not	 impelled,	 towards	 a																									

well-rounded,	finalized,	systematically	monologic	whole.	It	lives	a	tense	life	

on	the	borders	of	someone	else's	consciousness	(Ramanujan	1989:	208).	
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When	Vaikuntam	refers	to	himself	as	a	naqqashi	 it	 is	then	superfluous	to	enquire	whether	

he	or	other	artists	are	aware	of	 the	history	they	are	participating	 in,	 for	 it	 is	only	through	

their	lived	experience	and	everyday	organization	of	the	practice	that	the	presence	of	history	

is	visible.	However	as	mentioned	before,	the	enquiry	is	not	into	a	history,	but	about	the	very	

nature	 of	 the	 historical.	 The	 constant	 generation	 of	 a	 contemporary	 practice	 within	

language	that	was	emblematic	of	the	canons	which	guided	the	evolution	of	the	form,	draws	

attention	to	way	in	which	history,	as	knowledge	about	the	past,	is	not	merely	masked	or	is	

the	unformulated	body	within	articulated	knowledge;	rather	history,	as	knowledge	through	

the	 past,	 is	 subject	 to	 such	 an	 continuous	 motion	 of	 being	 manifested	 and	 occupying	

everyday	 life	 of	 the	 practice	 that	 it	 has	 curdled	 into	 anecdotes,	 references	 and	

conversations,	namely	narratives	whose	integrity	or	validation	does	not	depend	up	closure	

or	completion.	

Following	Koselleck,	 for	the	event	to	be	historisized,	historians	construct	an	 internal	order	

through	emplotment,	namely	the	disciplining	of	occurrences	happening	 in	separate	orders	

of	reality	into	a	singular	narrative	sequence.	For	the	historian	then,	the	art	of	constructing	

history	 is	based	on	principles	of	morality	and	 rationality,	 throwing	 the	enterprise	 into	 the	

realm	of	 fiction.	This	 then	brings	 to	 the	 fore	 the	question	of	historical	 reality;	 if	historical	

reality	is	constructed	like	fiction,	how	then	can	it	be	scientifically	recognized?	But	suggested	

from	the	way	in	which	the	‘past’	is	allowed	to	linger	on	–	sometimes	nebulous,	sometimes	

misplaced,	sometimes	astray	–	in	the	countless	ways	we	try	to	construct	a	relationship	with	

it,	Koselleck	writes,	

What	 ‘really’	 happened	already	 lies	 in	 the	past,	 and	what	 is	 reported	no	

longer	coincides	with	it,	because	every	subsequent	interpretation	feeds	off	

the	past-ness	of	the	event,	and	re-creates	it	in	the	present	(Koselleck	2002:	

130-131).	

VI. CONCLUSION	

Over	 the	 course	 of	 this	 chapter,	 I	 have	 attempted	 to	 advocate	 for	 primarily	 two	

perspectives,	which	I	shall	reiterate	here.	The	first	questions	the	need	for	history	as	a	source	

of	 restoration	 to	 authenticate	 and	 ratify	 our	 present;	 the	 second	 emerges	 from	 the	
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possibility	 of	 other	 ways	 of	 imagining	 the	 past-present-future	 continuum	 apart	 from	 the	

ones	proposed	by	history.	

To	situate	my	first	concern,	I	borrow	from	Nayan	Shah’s	perception	of	the	use	of	history	and	

historical	 discourse	 to	 reframe	 the	 South	 Asian	 (diasporic)	 queer	 experience.	 It	 is	 at	 the	

outset	that	I	would	like	to	acknowledge	that	‘queerness’	and	‘traditional	art’	indeed	occupy	

almost	 diametrically	 opposite	 locations	 within	 cultural	 schema,	 where	 the	 former	 is	

associated	with	historical	struggles	against	discrimination	and	denial	of	civil	rights,	while	the	

latter	 exists	within	 a	more	 positively	 framed	 cultural	 discourse.	 The	 focus	 of	 this	 specific	

comparison	 is	 to	 highlight	 the	 pitfalls	 when	 history	 gets	 framed	 as	 an	 objective	 tool	 to	

author	and	validate	a	trope	such	as	‘identity’.				

During	 the	 proliferation	 of	 many	 South	 Asian	 lesbian	 and	 gay	 newsletters	 and	 support	

groups	 after	 the	 mid-1980s	 in	 India,	 United	 States	 and	 Britain,	 attempts	 were	 made	 to	

resituate	and	reclaim	the	South	Asian	queer	identity	by	turning	to	the	archives	and	classical	

texts	to	extract	instances	of	queer	moments	that	punctuated	the	history	of	the	South	Asian	

civilization.	The	 idea	was	 to	engage	“in	politics	of	assertion…	to	attain	visibility	and	voice”	

(Shah	 1998:	 150);	 to	 challenge	 the	 heterotopic	 and	 hegemonic	 cultural	 construction	 that	

queerness	–	homosexuality,	bisexuality,	and	trans-sexuality	–	as	a	way	of	being	was	alien	to	

the	South	Asian	imagination.	While	many	such	instances	were	selected	from	the	archive	and	

texts	such	as	the	Rig	Veda,	the	Mahabharata	and	Ramayana,	and	reproduced	in	the	public	

sphere,	it	provided	the	South	Asian	queer	(diasporic)	community	a	space	to	(re)frame	their	

desires,	 experiences	 of	 homophobia	 and	 negotiations	 with	 their	 identity	 within	 a	 new	

language.	

While	Shah	agrees	with	the	intention	behind	this	kind	of	recovery	from	past,	he	is	sensitive	

to	 the	dangers	 of	 an	over-deterministic	 longing	 for	 history	 to	 affirm	one’s	 location	 in	 the	

world.	He	writes,	

While	 the	project	of	 reclaiming	and	 reconstructing	 the	past	 is	 critical	 for	

present	political	 and	 cultural	 struggles,	 let	 us	not	 read	 too	much	of	 “us”	

today	 into	 the	 past.	We	may	 trap	 ourselves	 in	 the	 need	 of	 a	 history	 to	

sanction	our	existence.	South	Asian	lesbians	and	gay	men	are	present	now.	
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On	that	alone	we	demand	acknowledgement	and	acceptance	(Shah	1998:	

155)	

Within	a	similar	spirit,	my	attempt	to	trace	a	historical	lineage	of	the	way	in	which	naqqash	

as	a	practice	and	identity	emerged	within	the	networks	of	specific	and	identifiable	cultural	

exchanges	is	not	to	take	away	from	the	artists	of	today	their	capabilities	of	co-authoring	and	

self-defining	their	individual	experiences	of	the	naqqashi	practice.	As	we	have	seen	over	the	

previous	chapters,	the	narratives	of	making	and	its	relationship	to	being	have	been	varied	

across	actors	–	for	Vaikuntam,	whose	belongingness	to	the	practice	is	situated	at	the	cross-

roads	of	cultivating	his	skill,	location	within	a	‘tradition’,	and	desire	for	the	market	and	the	

state;	 for	 Vanaja,	 whose	 participation	 within	 the	 practice	 is	 articulated	 through	 her	

negotiations	with	the	interactions	between	the	household	and	the	studio,	and	through	her	

expectations	from	the	craft;	for	Vanaja,	whose	relationship	with	the	practice	is	founded	on	

her	ability	to	inscribe	it	with	her	unique	ways	of	perceiving	everyday	life;	for	Ganesh,	whose	

definition	of	the	practice	is	reflected	in	the	way	in	which	he	attributes	his	subjectivity	with	

meaning	through	the	acquisition	of	an	ability	and	an	identity;	and	for	Vinay,	whose	claim	to	

the	practice	emerges	within	the	tension	he	confronts	between	his	particular	inheritance	and	

his	perception	of	modern	universals.		

Tracing	histories	of	 evolution	and	of	negotiations	 indeed	provides	 a	plurality	of	 spaces	 to	

appreciate	equally	plural	political,	cultural	and	aesthetic	fields.	However	while	the	need	for	

history	then	arises	within	the	exploration	of	differences	and	heterogeneities,	articulating	a	

history	 can	also	aid	 in	masking	 these	very	differences	 (Shah	1993).	 This	has	not	been	 the	

intention	of	 this	 chapter.	What	 this	 chapter	 in	 fact	draws	 from	 to	avoid	 such	a	 ‘trap’	 has	

been	succinctly	put	forward	by	Koselleck,	

History	embraces	every	object.	Since	each	object	constitutes	its	own	time,	

there	are	that	many	times,	and	that	many	histories	(Koselleck	2002:	4).	

It	 is	 following	 from	 this	 possible	 conception	 of	 history	 that	 the	 other	 schema,	which	 this	

chapter	 alludes	 to,	 emerges.	 As	 mentioned	 at	 several	 points,	 the	 everyday	 life	 of	 the	

practice	 is	 rife	with	 language	which	 is	marked	by	the	absence	of	 the	tension	between	the	

known	and	the	unknown,	namely	the	extent	of	absence	or	the	presence	of	the	practitioners’	

consciousness	of	their	location	within	a	specific	history.	This	is	precisely	because	it	is	within	
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everyday	language	that	history	is	being	written,	and	it	is	from	the	everyday	organization	of	

the	practice	that	history	is	being	read.	The	active	performance	of	the	‘past’	in	the	present,	

not	 as	 an	 archetype,	 but	 as	 a	 palpable	 material	 experience	 which	 propels	 the	 practice	

forward	suggests	that,	as	Chakrabarty	also	does,	the	present	may	not	be	coterminous	with	

itself,	or	 that	history	 implicitly	assumes	a	plurality	of	 times	existing	 together	 (Chakrabarty	

1998).			

Chakrabarty	 suggests	 that	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 owing	 to	 the	modernist	 project	 which	 gives	

birth	to	the	discipline	of	History,	history	rejects	something	like	the	supernatural,	namely	the	

relationship	that	exists	between	a	space	and	time	there	and	then	and	a	space	and	time	here	

and	now.	But	interestingly,	on	the	other	hand,	it	is	between	these	two	kinds	of	spaces	and	

times	 that	 History,	 as	 the	 chronicler	 of	 the	 advance	 of	 civilizations,	 forges	 relationships.			

History	 then	essentially	 sets	 into	motion	a	disjointed	narrative	of	 the	 self.	As	Chakrabarty	

writes,	

We	 are	 all	 capable	 of	 participating	 in	 a	 sense	 of	 the	 past	 which	 the	

supernatural	 creates.	 We	 deny	 the	 minority	 a	 voice	 because	 we	

understand	 that	 voice,	 that	 voice	 which	 exposes	 our	 own	 disjunctured	

locations.	We	desperately	hold	on	to	the	ability	of	remembering	or	rather	

not	 forgetting	 that	 there	 is	 a	 barrier	 between	 the	 visible	 and	 invisible	

(Chakrabarty	1998:	478)	

History	 then	 as	 a	 succession	 of	 events	 is	 not	 the	 only	 way	 to	 remember	 the	 past;	

remembrance	is	not	the	only	way	to	engage	with	the	past,	and	the	past	is	not	a	sovereign	

space	and	time	with	one	can	engage	from	the	outside.	Rather	than	being	a	record,	history	

doesn’t	 exist	 as	 an	 a	 priori	 paradigm,	 but	 is	 written	 in	 the	 emerging	 present	 through	

performance;	 rather	 than	 being	 a	 cognitive	 activity	 of	 reconstructing	 what	 one	 knows,	

remembrance	is	the	craft	of	moving	forward	to	create	a	presence.		
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			CONCLUSION	

v 	

	

“…[I]t	was	necessary	to	begin	thinking	that	there	was	no	center,	that	the	

center	could	not	be	thought	in	the	form	of	a	present-being,	that	the	center	

had	no	natural	site,	that	it	was	not	a	fixed	locus	but	a	function,	a	sort	of	

nonlocus	in	which	an	infinite	number	of	sign-substitutions	came	into	play.	

This	was	the	moment	when	...	in	the	absence	of	a	center	or	origin,	

everything	became	discourse	...	that	is	to	say,	a	system	in	which	the	

central	signified,	the	original	or	transcendental	signified,	is	never	

absolutely	present	....	The	absence	of	the	transcendental	signified	extends	

the	domain	and	the	play	of	signification	infinitely”	(Derrida	2000:	353)	

This	dissertation	has	been	an	attempt	at	curating	narratives	of	practitioners	to	explore	the	

contours	and	scope	of	a	craft	practice.	These	narratives	have	been	about	 ‘What	 is	done?’	

and	 ‘How	 is	 it	 done?’	 It	 is	 through	 these	questions	 that	 this	 dissertation	dwells	 upon	 the	

possibility	of	different	contexts,	within	which	subjectivities	of	practitioners	are	constructed,	

and	 become	 sites	 where	 multiple	 locations	 of	 a	 craft	 practice	 can	 be	 imagined.	 As	

elaborated	 through	 the	 everyday	 organization	 of	 the	 Danalakota	 household	 and	 studio,	

these	 contexts	 include	 practices	 to	 negotiate	 a	 neo-liberal	 market;	 desire	 for	 the	 nation	

state;	 kinship	 systems	within	 the	 household;	 linguistic	 structures	 through	which	 the	 craft	

unfolds,	and	shared	understanding	of	history	and	genealogy.		

‘What	 is	done?’	refers	to	what	emerges	within	and	through	the	syntax	or	the	unfolding	of	

practice;	what	 is	 emerging	 through	 the	doing,	 or	 ‘what	 is	 happening	 in	 the	making?’	 It	 is	

within	this	‘happening	in	the	making’	that	I	 locate	the	practice	of	the	craft.	Hence,	what	is	

happening	 when	 the	 story	 of	 Nimishamba	 is	 being	 recalled?	 What	 is	 happening	 when	

Vaikuntam	 is	 giving	 form	 to	 the	 figures	 and	 objects	 within	 the	 canvas	 through	 the	 black	

outlines?	 What	 is	 happening	 when	 a	 canvas	 circulates	 itself	 amongst	 family	 members?		

What	 is	 happening	 when	 the	 artists	 continue	 to	 co-author	 with	 the	 nation-state	 the	

authenticity	of	a	craft	practice	and	knowledge?	What	is	happening	when	the	family	decides	
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to	displace	themselves	from	their	‘most	potent	environment’,	namely	the	home	and	studio,	

to	be	visible	for	a	market?		

‘How	 is	 it	 done?’	 is	 an	 enquiry	 that	 alludes	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 these	 practices	 are	

constructed.	The	story	of	Nimishamba	and	of	naqqashi	ancestors	migrating	from	Rajasthan	

is	 told	 through	memory.	 The	 black	 outlines	 are	 rendered	 through	 the	dialogues	 between	

practice	and	 skill	which	Vaikuntam	has	been	engaging	 for	 several	 years.	 Kinship	and	 craft	

express	 and	 generate	 one	 another	 through	 shared	 and	 collective	 performance.	 	 Artisans	

legitimize	 the	 state	 and	 its	 institutions	 as	 patrons	 by	 imagining	 continuity	 between	 legal	

narratives	and	jati	as	systems	protecting	knowledge	of	a	community.		Visibility	in	the	market	

is	a	practice	that	artists	engage	with	through	their	‘search	for	the	right	customers’.	

It	 is	 through	 the	 terrain	 that	 emerges	 while	 addressing	 these	 two	 questions,	 that	 this	

ethnography	demonstrates	the	relationship	between	the	contexts	within	which	the	craft	is	

narrated,	on	the	one	hand,	and	how	these	narratives	are	broken	down	within	lived	reality	of	

practice,	on	the	other.	The	hierarchies	between	‘art’	and	‘handicraft’	which	the	neo-liberal	

market	inherits	from	its	colonial	predecessor	is	conceived	by	Vaikuntam	as	conditions	for	his	

‘helplessness’,	 which	 he	 addresses	 through	 his	 ‘experiments’	 and	 his	 ‘search	 for	 the	 right	

customer’.	The	practices	of	the	nation-state	which	imagines	craft	as	capable	of	authentically	

representing	a	culture,	a	place	and	an	 identity	 is	 read	by	artisans	as	a	continuation	of	 the	

historical	 structures	 like	 jati	 and	 apprenticeship	 through	which	 ‘knowledge	 given	 by	 four-

fathers’	was	protected.	The	collective	practice	of	craft	within	the	household	through	which	

kinship	 is	 expressed	 and	 generated	 also	 becomes	 a	 space	 for	 individuals	 to	 narrate	 their	

distinctions	 through	 allegories	 such	 as	 ‘hand-writing’,	 ‘broad	 and	 fine	 strokes’	 and	 ‘my	

traditional	medium’.	The	linguistic	and	cognitive	structures	within	which	the	craft	unravels,	

by	 placing	 the	 lived	 practice	within	 a	 permeable	 taxonomy	 –	 such	 as	 referring	 to	 a	 fresh	

under-drawing	 as	 nakkal	 or	 copy,	 or	 by	 insisting	 on	 approximation	 of	 recipes	 and	

measurements	 –	 are	 embodied	 by	 artisans	 in	 a	 way	 that	 innovation	 becomes	 possible	

through	minimum	force.	The	collective	memory	of	lineage	which	the	practitioners	inherit	is	

not	 only	 manifest	 in	 their	 narratives	 about	 goddess	 and	 king,	 but	 is	 also	 internalized	 as	

philosophical	 dialogues	 between	 canons	 of	 practice	 and	 personhood	 through	 artisans’	

construction	of	‘a	good	artist’	and	‘finer	work’.		
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My	claim	is	that	the	practice	of	craft	emerges	within	these	relationships	and	configurations;	

it	 emerges	 through	 the	 critical	 language,	 the	 bricolage,	 which	 practitioners	 assemble	

together	 using	 “the	 means	 at	 hand”	 (Derrida	 2000:	 360)	 to	 respond	 to	 constructed	

discourses.153	It	is	owing	to	this	absence	of	privileged	site	where	meaning	is	produced	that	

the	practice	of	craft	as	a	field	of	study	warrants	the	abandonment	of	an	absolutely	totality	

or	centre.	 In	 fact,	 the	 imagination	of	a	centre	would	entail	 imagining	an	absolute	origin,	a	

pure	principle	or	an	actuality	which	is	the	point	from	which	craft	is	created	‘out	of	nothing’.	

Going	back	to	what	was	mentioned	in	the	Introduction	regarding	the	relationship	between	

ethnography	and	the	emergence	of	its	subject-matter	with	historically	epistemic	frames,	this	

dissertation	 has	 as	 its	 point	 of	 departure	 representations	 of	 the	 artisan	 and	 craftsperson	

narrated	 through	 different	 historical	 discourses.	 As	 Derrida	 quotes	 Montaigne	 at	 the	

beginning	of	his	pivotal	essay	Writing	and	Difference,	“We	need	to	interpret	interpretations	

more	than	interpret	things”	(Montaigne,	cited	in	Derrida	2000:	351).			

By	abandoning	the	quest	for	a	centre	of	craft	practice,	my	ethnography	emphasizes	that	the	

objective	is	not	debunk	the	discourses	through	which	Craft	has	been	constructed,	but	to	be	

present	to	the	way	in	which	these	discourses	are	read	by	the	practitioners	in	a	certain	way.	

It	 is	through	these	reading	practices,	which	is	what	then	constitutes	the	field	of	craft,	that	

one	can	 imagine	the	Craft	Object	as	also	existing	within	an	 inter-textual	 terrain.	The	Craft	

Object,	 I	 suggests,	 is	 inscribed	across	 the	different	 locations	 from	which	 the	 craft	 is	 read.	

Each	discourse	on	craft,	as	we	have	mentioned	above,	is	not	supplanted	but	supplemented	

by	its	reading	by	the	artisans.	And	it	is	through	this	“movement	of	supplementarity”	(Derrida	

2000:	365)	that	the	Craft	Object	too	begins	to	take	shape.				

First,	 ‘authenticity’	 and	 ‘aesthetic	 purity’	 are	 not	 the	 narrative	 agents	 which	 distinguish	

‘traditional’	 from	 ‘professional’	 art;	 rather	authenticity	 and	aesthetic	purity	 are	 subject	 to	

the	 craftsperson’s	 agency	 through	 her	 ‘search	 for	 the	 right	 customer’.	While	 the	 experts	

possess	 knowledge	 to	 distinguish	 ‘art’	 from	 ‘non-art’,	 the	 craftsperson	 too	 possesses	 the	

knowledge	 to	 locate	 and	 construct	 the	 expert.	 Second,	 although	practices	 of	 nation-state	

are	directed	towards	constructing	discrete	‘handicrafts’,	it	is	in	fact	while	producing	for	the	

																																																													
153	Bricolage	is	a	concept	introduced	by	Levi-Strauss	in	The	Savage	Mind	(1966).	It	is	used	to	explain	the	way	in	
which	he	understood	myth	 and	 its	 narrative	 structures,	 namely	 as	 a	 body	which	 is	 a	 result	 of	 selecting	 the	
fragments	or	left-overs	of	previous	cultural	formations	and	re-deploying	them	in	new	combinations.	



358	
	

state,	 and	 aligning	 practise	 of	 the	 state	with	 her	 own	expectations,	 that	 the	 craftsperson	

includes	within	the	ambit	of	state	patronage	the	very	shared	histories	of	place,	community	

and	 knowledge	 systems.	 Third,	 both	 the	 ‘repetitive	 work’	 and	 ‘experiments’	 are	 not	 only	

crafted	through	similar	structures	of	incorporation	and	distinction	within	collective	practice	

of	the	family,	and	emerge	from	the	exact	same	material	environment	–	features	like	colours	

and	 tools,	 household	 spaces	 and	objects	which	morph	 into	 studio	props,	 and	 channels	of	

communication	and	 technology	 through	which	objects	move	–	but	 it	 is	 the	 investment	 in,	

and	continuation	of,	 repetitive	work	 that	 sustains	 the	 studio	as	 space	of	experiment	 in	an	

integral	way.	Fourth,	the	images	which	manifest	through	the	craft	and	circulate	within	the	

market	are	rife	with	a	history,	not	only	of	skill	of	the	naqqashi,	but	also	of	the	story-tellers	

and	 their	 caste	 identities.	 The	 genealogy	of	 these	 images	exist	within	 regimes	of	 regional	

circulation	 whereby	 narrative	 performances	 emerge	 as	 social	 texts	 to	 not	 only	 subvert	

hegemonic	 caste	 discourse,	 but	 also	 historicize	 the	 struggles	 and	 negotiations	 associated	

with	 lower	 caste	 identity	 within	 the	 Indian	 nation-state.	 Last,	 the	 trans-cultural	

metaphysical	and	philosophical	canons,	which	the	craftsperson	embodies	and	internalizes	to	

produce	 a	 piece	 of	 ‘rare	 work’	 for	 a	 private	 commission	 are	 the	 same	 which	 spirit	 the	

transformation	of	Far	East	motifs	 in	cyber-space	 into	embellishments	 ‘Telangana	style’	on	

boxes	to	be	distributed	as	corporate	gifts!154	 In	other	words,	 if	practice	 is	the	prerequisite	

for	skill,	 then	the	skill	which	crafts	rare	work	of	pure	aesthetic	quality	 is	embedded	 in	the	

very	practices	through	which	artisanal	communities	compete	for	capital	and	political	space	

within	the	neo-liberal	economy.	

This	possibility,	of	imagining	the	field	of	craft	through	reading	practices	and	of	imagining	the	

Object	 existing	 through	 a	movement	 of	 supplementarity,	 beckons	me	 to	 reflect	 upon	 yet	

another	 aspect	 of	 my	 ethnography,	 and	 this	 is	 where	 this	 dissertation	 finds	 its	 point	 of	

culmination.	 My	 ethnography,	 I	 would	 like	 to	 suggest,	 makes	 no	 claim	 to	 a	 privileged	

position	from	which	the	different	locations	of	the	practice	can	be	viewed,	and	within	which	

the	 de-centering	 of	 the	 practice	 takes	 place.	 Rather	my	 ethnography	 too	 is	 in	 a	way	 the	

under-drawing	or	nakkal	of	this	de-centred	field.	Through	reproducing	subjects’	voice	it	tells	

only	one	version	of	a	narrative	that	is	already	inherited	from	constructed	texts;	through	the	

																																																													
154	Refer	to	Introduction,	where	I	talk	about	the	work	Vaikuntam	was	occupied	with	when	I	first	visited	him.	
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description	of	 practice	 it	 brings	 forth	 only	 a	 segment	 of	 an	 image	 that	 belongs	 to	 a	 lived	

reality	that	is	constantly	happening.						

This	 dissertation	 began	 with	 the	 enquiry	 about	 what	 constitutes	 the	 thingliness	 of	 an	

ethnography.	Over	the	course,	I	have	attempted	to	demonstrate	that	my	ethnography	does	

not	 ‘exist’,	 but	 like	 the	 craft	 and	 its	 practice,	 is	 inscribed	 through	 conversations	 between	

multiple	sites	of	its	own	emergence.	The	ethnographer,	the	author,	is	not	that	unitary	point	

of	reference	that	moves	through	different	sites;	instead	my	presence	was	being	spoken	and	

crafted	along	with	the	spaces	which	Vaikuntam	was	deciphering	through	his	narratives.	To	

reiterate,	my	authorship	within	this	play	of	presences	 is	called	forth	when	Vaikuntam	said,	

“it	is	only	because	you	are	asking	these	questions	that	I	am	narrating	all	of	this”.	Thus	it	is	

not	 within	 the	 writing	 of	 this	 ethnography	 that	 the	 practice	 of	 craft	 is	 freed	 from	 an	

oppressive	need	for	a	centre,	to	be	able	to	occupy	different	locations.	Rather	ethnography	

can	be	conceived	only	through	the	possibility	of	play	between	the	ways	 in	which	different	

locations	are	written	by	the	subjects.155		

Play	enabled	my	ethnography	to	take	place,	to	happen	or	be	made	–	and	that	play,	as	we	

have	discussed	through	Vaikuntam’s	appropriation	of	my	doctoral	project	for	his	‘publicity’,	

was	 the	 seduction	 of	 being	 written	 about,	 of	 being	 ethnographized	 for	 the	 market.	 As	

suggested	 before,	 in	 a	 certain	 way	 then	 this	 ethnographic	 text	 emerges	 as	 one	 of	 the	

locations	 of	 the	 craft	 which	 the	 practitioner	 imagines	 as	 a	 result	 of	 her	 reading	 of	 the	

relationship	between	ethnography	and	the	market.	This	possibility	presents	for	me	then	the	

intellectual	quandary	which	Nancy	Scheper-Hughes	has	drawn	our	attention	to:	‘to	whom	or	

what	does	the	ethnographer	owe	her	loyalty’	(Scheper-Hughes	2007).	Does	this	dissertation	

actually	 do	 what	 Vaikuntam	 hope	 it	 would,	 namely	 publicize	 the	 artisan?	 Or	 is	 this	

dissertation	a	reminder	of	the	kind	of	potential	and	resilience	a	craft	practice	is	capable	of	

moulding?			

A	 way	 I	 choose	 to	 resolve	 this	 quandary	 is	 to	 remind	 myself	 of	 the	 different	 kinds	 of	

relationships	that	are	being	forged	between	Vaikuntam,	the	practice,	the	ethnography	and	I.	

First,	 it	 is	within	 the	universe	of	practice	 that	Vaikuntam’s	and	my	subjectivities	are	being	

																																																													
155	According	to	Derrida,	owing	to	the	way	in	which	‘the	field’	excludes	the	need	for	a	centre,	and	hence	a	total	
and	complete	 structure,	 it	 exists	as	play	or	 the	 constant	 substitution	of	 the	sign	 for	 the	centre	 (see	Derrida	
2000).			
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narrated.	His	as	 the	craftsperson,	mine	as	 the	ethnographer.	But	simultaneously,	 it	 is	also	

within	our	respective	languages	that	clusters	of	events	and	utterances	are	being	written	as	

the	 ambit	 of	 practice.	 Vaikuntam’s	 is	 his	 experience,	mine	 is	 this	 ethnographic	 text.	 Thus	

given	 the	way	 in	which	 this	ethnography	 has	 being	 told	 through	 conversations	 about	 the	

practice	which	Vaikuntam	actively	 constructs	 for	 himself	 and	me,	 it	would	be	only	 apt	 to	

profess	that	it	is	because	Vaikuntam	is	narrating	about	and	through	the	craft	that	I	am	here.	

Second,	by	 recognizing	Vaikuntam’s	 location	within	 the	nexus	of	neo-liberal	powers,	 state	

structures	and	market	interests,	I	acknowledge	my	political	solidarity	with	the	way	in	which	

his	 negotiations	 offer	 ethnography	 ways	 to	 rethink	 about	 capitalism,	 colonization	 and	

history.	 But	 this	 is	 not	where	 I	 intend	 to	 locate	 the	 extent	 of	 this	 ethnography’s	 horizon.	

Rather	 this	 ethnography	 is	 the	 result	 of	 a	 collective	will	 to	 remember	 the	 craft.	 It	 is	 this	

collective	will	that	spirits	this	material	trace	of	memory,	namely	the	ethnographic	text,	with	

an	agentive	purpose	–	to	demonstrate	the	way	in	which	the	craft	practice	becomes	a	site	for	

practitioners	to	express	their	capacity	to	imagine	and	act	on	those	possibilities.				
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APPENDIX	1				

v 	

	

	

Lines	1,	2	and	3	

	

Line	1	

This	 is	Vatapatrashai,	 the	 tree	under	which	Buddha	 received	Enlightenment.	Maha	Vishnu	

was	born	on	a	 leaf	 of	 this	 tree	with	 his	 foot	 in	 his	mouth	 (extreme	 left	 image	of	 the	 first	

panel).	All	this	is	happening	under	water.	Earlier	there	was	no	earth;	there	was	only	water.	

Then	a	muni	(ascetic)	was	born	 inside	a	flower	also	under	the	ocean.	This	was	followed	by	

the	birth	of	a	man	called	 Jambavantaru.	 Then	was	born	Adi-shakti,	 from	a	 lotus.	 She	was	

very	 powerful	 –	 endowed	with	weapons	 and	wisdom.	When	 she	was	 18-19	 years	 old	 she	

wanted	to	get	married.	She	goes	to	Maha	Vishnu	and	asks	him	to	marry	her.	Vishnu	declines	
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saying	 that	 since	 he	 was	 born	 first	 and	 before	 her,	 that	 made	 her	 his	 daughter.	 As	 an	

alternative,	he	suggests	that	she	visit	Jambavantaru,	and	ask	his	hand	in	marriage.			

	

Line	2	

Jambavantaru	also	declines	Adi	Shakti’s	proposal	saying	that	since	he	also	was	born	before	

her	that	made	him	her	elder	brother.	This	angered	Adi	Shakti,	who	was	now	declined	by	both	

Maha	Vishnu	and	 Jambavantaru.	Adi	 Shakti	 and	 Jambavantaru	 then	 visit	Maha	Vishnu	 to	

discuss	the	matter.	Maha	Vishnu	believes	that	if	the	two	get	married,	that	will	set	a	wrong	

example	 for	 the	 generations	 to	 come.	 He	 suggests	 that	 they	 can	 consummate	 only	 as	

peacocks.	When	 the	male	 peacock	 dances,	 his	 eyes	water.	 On	 swallowing	 this	water,	 the	

female	 peacock	 lays	 eggs.	 It	 was	 in	 this	 avatar	 that	 Adi-Shakti	 drank	 the	 water	 of	

Jambavanturu’s	 eyes	and	 laid	 three	eggs,	which	became	 the	 three	–	Brahma,	Vishnu,	and	

Shiva	(extreme	right	image	of	the	second	panel).		

Line	3	

Once	again,	Adi	Shakti	has	the	urge	to	get	married.	This	time	she	approaches	Brahma,	who	

declines	saying	that	he	was	her	son.	An	angered	Adi	Shakti	destroys	him	into	ashes.	She	then	

turns	to	Vishnu	with	the	same	proposal,	who	on	similar	grounds	of	denial	meets	the	same	

fate	as	Brahma.	She	then	visits	Shiva.	
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Lines	4,	5	and	6	

	

Line	4	

Shiva	is	now	worried	knowing	the	fate	his	brothers	have	met.	He	devises	a	plan.	When	Adi	

Shakti	visits	him,	he	tells	her	that	since	she	was	all	powerful	he	was	suspicious	that	after	they	

married,	she	could	use	her	powers	to	destroy	an	ordinary	man	 like	him.	As	a	condition	 for	

marriage,	 Shiva	 demands	 all	 of	 Adi	 Shakti’s	 powers.	 She	 is	 endowed	 with	 astra	 (divine	

weapon),	 the	 dumroo	 (two	 headed	 small	 drum),	 the	 conch-shell	 (shank),	 Vishnu’s	 chakra	

(disc)	 and	 the	 lotus.	All	 these	 she	 surrenders	 to	 Shiva.	After	 receiving	 these	powers,	 Shiva	

destroys	Adi	Shakti	into	ashes.	The	ashes	he	divides	into	four	parts	and	makes	four	women	

from	 it	 –	 Lakshmi,	 Sarawati,	 Parvati	 and	 yet	 another	Adi	 Shakti	 (four	 figures	 placed	 close	

together	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	panel	numbered	4).	The	 former	 three	marry	Vishnu,	Brahma	

and	Shiva	respectively.	
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Line	5	

The	father	of	Sati,	Daksha	has	one	of	his	daughters	married	to	King	Kashyap	(the	couple	on	

the	extreme	right	of	the	panel	numbered	5).	

Line	6	

Daksha	 has	 two	more	 daughters	 –	 Veenati	 and	 Kadruya.	 Veenati	marries	 Bruhaspati,	 the	

king	of	gods,	and	gives	birth	to	330	million	devtaas	or	gods	(decipherable	from	their	crowns	

in	the	last	panel).		

	

	

Lines	7,	8	and	9	
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Line	7	

Kadruya	 marries	 Shukrashayededu,	 the	 king	 of	 demons.	 She	 gives	 birth	 to	 660	 million	

rakshsas	(decipherable	from	their	demonic	heads	in	panel	numbered	7).		

Line	8	

Initially,	the	devtaas	and	rakshasas	live	in	harmony	sharing	everything.	But	then	because	the	

rakshasas	were	double	the	number	of	devtaas,	there	was	trouble	while	sharing	food.	Soon	

the	 rakshasas	 began	 taking	 food	 from	 the	 devtaas	 by	 force.	 This	 escalated	 into	 the	

rakshasas	killing	devtaas.	Finally	a	few	devtaas	visited	Vishnu	for	help.	

Line	9		

Vishnu	 advises	 the	 devtaas	 to	 start	 the	 Samudra	 Manthan.	 The	 amrit	 or	 nectar	 of	

immortality	that	will	be	produced	will	help	them.	He	also	tells	them	that	it	is	by	drinking	the	

amrit,	the	rakshasas,	who	have	been	envious	of	the	devtaas’	beautiful	features,	will	also	look	

like	devtaas.		
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