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Indian craftsman is replaced by something more like that intelligent boycott of worthless
importations from Europe and their imitations made in India,”

Coornaraswamy was acquainted with William Morris and C. R. Ashbee who
pioneered the Arts and Crafts Movement in England. He relentlessly insisted that “the
Indian artist would have to be once again saturated with the traditional culture of the
East” in order to regain the right perspective. Coornaraswamy held the conviction that the
machine could work in favour of the artist rather than against him. With his prolific
writing he was able to create a stir among the artists and thinkers of that time.

Poet Rabindranath Tagore made important educational contributions to the Indian
reaffirmation movement by establishing an experimental Visvabharati University in
Shantiniketan in Bengal. The university sought to gear the ancient traditions of learning
to the needs and aspirations of the present generation. Although he was receptive to
external influences, Tagore urged his countrymen to exercise caution and discrimination.

In its instruction of visual aesthetics, Visvabharati borrowed from the neighbouring
cultures of China and Japan whose aesthetic traditions had remained unbroken and
compatible with the Indian way of life. It had wide-ranging influence on literature,
poetry, performing arts, painting and crafts. But the cultural upheaval initiated by
intellectuals such as Tagore and Coomaraswamy primarily affected the aristocratic upper
classes known as the Bhadralok, but had little effect upon the masses in India.

The real impetus surfaced from a different quarter. That was India’s struggle for
independence. As part of this struggle, the Swadeshi (“that which belongs to our own
country) movement propagated by Mahatma Gandhi, attracted such active participants as
Nandalal Bose, the great Indian artist of that period. It soon became the driving force of
the national struggle for freedom. It is interesting in a cross cultural sense to note that
much of Gandhi’s inspiration initially came from “Unto this Last” a literary work by
John Ruskin, the man who lent philosophical base to the “Arts and Crafts” movement of
Morris and Ashby. (Ref. My Experiments with Truth an autobiography by M.K. Gandhi.)

The Swadeshi movement was of momentous importance because it paved the way for
radical, political, economic, cultural and social changes in India. It not only spearheaded
the struggle for political independence but set in motion the search for freedom of
expression at all levels. With his revolutionary concept of self-reliance and self-
sufficiency, Gandhi awakened the multitudes to several home truths and indirectly
initiated a process of “redesign” that extended from pandals the open tent-like structures
that seated a million listeners, to chappals a simple pair of sandals that adorned a million
feet.

Gandhian thought sparked a fresh visual idiom that based itself on economic as well as
human values. It transformed the Indian environment with products and graphic forms
such as the pandal as well as the homespun, hand-woven cloth known as khadi and the
low level seating - bethak. The simple khaddar dress of kurta, pyjamas, cap and chappals
became the standard uniform for freedom fighters. For us designers, the “Yeravada
Charkha” or Portable Charkha was one of those unique happenings. It was consciously
“redesigned” at the behest of Gandhiji by one of the residents of the Sabarmati Ashram -
his name was Lakshmidas Asbar.
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His approach to his creations must be that of a dynamic innovator rather than that of an
artist. He should design for maximum advantage, with local materials such as mud, grass,
cane, bamboo, coir; jute, and with local skills in mind such as manual dexterity and
adaptability

To be relevant, his design must suit Indian conditions like excessive heat, dust, lashing
rains, poor roads and rough handling/mishandling by illiterate users. This is the reason
why many imported products / vehicles do not work in India. Thin plastics invariably
break in Indian hands. The easy-to-fix components in stainless steel or brass disappear
The long cars fail to enter an average narrow street.

The India of today cannot be a “few-decades-ago” Italy Today’s global concerns of
environment, energy crisis, pollution, the desired life of a product, side effects during its
life and effects after its life, should be equally important considerations for the Indian
designer as they are for his counterpart in any industrialised country.

A culture like ours with an unbroken history of 3000 years is as much a benefit as it is
a burden to the designer. In the modernity-tradition co-existence, the challenge to the
designer is to creatively explore the rich past, to bring it to the benefit of its people, rather
than be its victim. Cultural victimisation, in my experience, results when the aesthetic
ideas of one culture are transplanted to another with a total disregard for its own. Due to
the recent liberal industrial policies of the Government (concerning exports and imports)
and the ensuing competition, the seller’s market is presently turning into a buyer’s
market. Products like fans and refrigerators, conservatively painted in white, are now
appearing in different colours. Industry and the public are realising the importance of
ergonomics and appearance. Sometimes the appearance aspect has been misrepresented
and has led to trivialisation of design. This situation is mostly due to the very few Design
training resources present in the country inadequate quantity

India recognised the need for professional training in design in the earl sixties and
established the country’s first design school - The National Institute of Design at
Ahmedabad, based on the recommendations of the eminent designers. Charles and Ray
Eames. A decade later this was followed b the setting up of an Industrial Design Centre,
at the Indian Institute of Technology, Bombay. Two decades later, The National Institute
of Fashion Technology came up in New Delhi. Many other major educations institutions
are in the process of introducing design departments or centre: In the seventies, the
professional body. The Society of Industrial Designer of India (SIDI) was founded and
now the government is considering a proposal for setting up a National Design Council.
Considering the country’s enormous scale, population and complexity, the number of
design graduate; trained by the few Indian design schools, is pathetically low. The quality
o training offered however; is of global standard.

I mention below some randomly chosen “design’ projects of the student of the
National Institute of Design. They provide-a-quick-glimpse of the kind of work being
done at Indian Design Schools.

1. A public phone for Indian Telephone Industries Ltd. The technology not only
permits play with form but has in-built facilities for a night lamp, a writing pad, and a
luggage hook which would be useful for commuters.
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Like artists, designers always feel that they are skilled or even talented, creative
professionals who put their body, mind and soul into the work they create. They leave the
interpretation of their creation to someone else. They simply hide behind their work and
say with the usual aplomb, “my work is my statement.”

In an age-old profession such as “Art” perhaps this works well because there exists a
whole community of art critics. This is not so with the design profession. Until recently,
there were hardly any design critics. As a consequence there was a severe dearth of
serious writing in design that critically examined contemporary issues; social concerns;
historical developments; economic political and environmental contexts; larger global
connections; philosophical understanding and future visions. Designers created “things”
(this includes communications) but their “thinking” remained unarticulated and unshared
by the society at large. This situation has started changing only of late. Thinking Design
is a small attempt in that direction.

This is a collection of a dozen articles chosen from my earlier writings. They cover a
time span of some seventeen odd years. A few learned colleagues of mine who read some
of them found them relevant even in the present context and that is the major reason for
their selection in the form of a book

In a collection that is so paced in time, the style and mode of expression are bound to
be somewhat uneven. I have made no effort to change this as each article represents a
certain period in the world design scene and my thinking process in relation to that
period. The statistics mentioned in each article refer to those periods and contexts as and
when the article was written. One good example is the figure of the Indian population
which changes drastically every day.

Each article was also written on different occasions addressing different audiences.
Therefore there may be a repetition of some ideas in a few articles. At other times, there
is discontinuity of a norm which I set for myself to follow. For instance, in one of the
articles I have criticised the use of the words “third world,” and “developing country,”
since both these expressions sound rather derogatory showing the lives of the majority of
humanity in a poor light, thus creating a negative bias. In their place, I have used the
word “majority world” based on the number of people living there in contrast to the
popular words which are based on material wealth or degree of industrialisation a country
has. But the use of “majority world” appears only in one article of mine, whose main
theme is indirect psycho-political oppression and hence such a stance was important

A point regarding the language has to be made here. Notes and glossary are not given
separately at the end of the book as these are very few. On deserving occasions notes and
explanations of Indian words are provided on the same page inside the margin for
convenient reference.

As mentioned earlier; a majority of the articles have been prepared as papers to be
presented at national or international conferences. Because of the haste to meet the dead
lines and also to add certain cuts and thrusts to an argument many a time I had to resort to
a’ ‘here and now” journalistic polemic. Wherever obvious, this has been toned down to
give the writing a more enduring format. Yet some traces of it could be detected by the
critical reader:
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In the catalogue of the great Crystal Palace Exhibition of 1851, R. N. Wornum
commented upon certain characteristics peculiar to the Industrial period.

“There is a class of ornament which has much increased of late years in England. The
theory appears to be that, as nature is beautiful, ornamental details derived immediately
from beautiful natural objects must insure a beautiful design. This, however; can only be
true where the original uses of the details chosen have not been obviously violated and
one peculiar feature of this School is that it often substitutes the ornament itself” for the
thing to be ornamented.”

At the social level, attempts by Indians at duplicating European dress, environments,
artefacts and manners were, by and large, little more than inferior imitations of the
original versions. Nevertheless, these adaptations gradually became an integral part of
Indian life. The approach to architecture changed as it grappled with the issues raised by
the English attitude towards privacy which called for a new perspective with respect to
space. “The earlier habits of working and eating at floor level gradually faded as chairs,
dining tables and kitchen platforms began to appear in Indian homes. New devices for
cooking and serving were incorporated. In some sectors of society, Indians fully or
partially adopted Western dress, On the cultural front these changes undermined old
values, while on the social front they only made class distinctions more glaringly evident,

On the other hand, the Indian environmental conditions also had their effect on the
life-styles of those foreigners residing in India, and a number of totally new products and
graphic forms evolved, In architecture, forms such as the veranda and Dak Bungalow
came into being as did railway coupes and retiring room interiors. In furniture the garden
chair and camp cot were developed. Products such as the pull punkah, the mosquito net
and the grass curtain (khas tatti) along with household items such as the tiffin box came
into common usage in most affluent bungalows. Apparel such as the sola topi and the
khaki uniform bore testimony to the interaction between the two cultures,

There is another side to this issue. The influence was not merely one-sided. Historians
often ignore the fact of mutual influence. The exquisite Indian craft articles exported to
England had such an impact that the Indian visual motifs began appearing in the works of
many well-known British designers such as Owen Jones (refer Silk Tissue, 1870-80).

The turn of the century witnessed a strong reaction among Indian intellectuals against
excessive imitation of the British and the drastic changes in tradition that were taking
place in India. This controversy brought an aesthetic reaffirmation in its wake. The
profound thought and forceful action of the reaffirmation movement not only created
awareness, but more importantly a reaffirmation of certain important aspects and values
of a culture still very much alive. Noteworthy among the revivalists were well-known art
scholar Ananda Coornaraswamy, Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore and political and
social reformer Mahatma Gandhi.

In his book Art and Swadeshi, Ananda Coornaraswamy criticised “the ill fitting hinges
of inlaid glove boxes; the elaborate carving of the tops of the tables making them useless
as tables; exquisite embroidery for blouses applied to cheap materials which do not last;
or worked in colours which do not last. This state of affairs results from the fact that the
craftsman does not use glove boxes, tables and blouses and there can be no serious
change in the position of the industrial arts of India until the present Indian boycott of the





EPUB/image_0018_00.jpeg
the post-Industrial Revolution period. New and rapidly developing industries deeply felt
the need to apply artistic concepts to mass production and therefore, sought to effect a
transition from individually-crafted, traditional objects to the new machine-made
products. The term industrial art later on became “Design” so as to encompass a wider
field.

The arts and crafts movement which began in Europe laid the foundation of modern
“Design.” Ornamentation was the major aspect at that time. The ornamentation debate
began before 1850 and propagating either in favour of or against ornamentation was the
preoccupation among the European and American designers. Even the arts and crafts
movement members were not unanimous. Lewis Day an associate of William Morris, the
movement’s leader said “Whether we like it or not machines will have something to say
about the ornaments of the future.” Eminent Architects Louis Sullivan and Henri
Labrouste made similar observations but based on very different conclusions.

A very clear and surprisingly rational role of ornamentation is articulated in Indian
“kala” and in many other cultural traditions of Asia and Africa.

India is a country where craft is intimately linked to tradition and religion. Tolerance
being its hallmark, Indian society is open to new ideas and influences. With the advent of
improved communications systems, European trends began to affect the customs and
lifestyles of urban residents in India. The desire to imitate foreign tastes and attitudes was
further aggravated by pressures exerted by the British to conform to certain set patterns.
By the mid-eighteenth century, as the British consolidated their political power over
major portions of the Indian subcontinent, their cultural influence on Indian traditions
increased substantially.

Awareness of industrial art spread through India in the second half of the nineteenth
century when the formal teaching of arts and crafts, based on methods practised in
European schools was introduced. The major commercial centres of Calcutta, Bombay
and Madras, established art schools. These institutions failed to co-ordinate their teaching
objectives with Indian conditions and thus achieved no constructive purpose. The
philosophy of the art schools and their working methods were directly influenced by
Victorian attitudes. Besides Victorian attitudes the teachers in these schools who initially
were all British, suffered from the contemporary confusion vis-a-vis:

* Technology as a means of social production

* The machine as a giver of a new style, and aesthetics
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* Artificial dichotomy between “fine art,” “applied arts” and “machine art.”

They failed to take note of the tradition of “Kala” and passed this confusion to their
Indian students some of whom later became teachers in the same schools. Santiniketan
and Ananda Coomoraswamy in their own way did try to shed light but the initial damage
done remained irreparable. For instance, even in Santiniketan one had Charukala and
Karukala to distinguish applied art and machine art respectively. These alien attitudes
generated a lack of clarity in the objectives and this lack of clarity was further aggravated
by the great Crystal Palace Exhibition held in London (185 I) which confused styles. The
exhibits and the building that housed them were in total contrast with each other- heavy
surface ornamentation as added value on one side and the large-scale use of new
technology and new materials such as steel and glass on the other side.





