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Form and the Art of the Possible: Genealogies of the Human Figure in Contemporary Art in Kerala 

Ajay S. Sekher 

Abstract 

The paper probes the evolution and genealogies of the human figure and figurative painting styles in 

contemporary art in Kerala. The colonial modernity and Company style of painting are discussed in 

hindsight. The emergence of modern painters like Ravi Varma is critically contextualized in the socio 

political contexts of the western intervention and new genres. The attempts and problems of 

decolonization involved in the quests of Panikar and Devan are also closely reread and rehabilitated 

in the analyses. The evolution of the rock art and prehistoric art in Kerala and the development of its 

subtle visual idiom in the Buddhist frescoes and mural traditions in various south Indian and south 

Asian locations are also traced so as to develop an indigenous critique of modernity and its visual 

idiom from below. A survey of contemporary Kerala art and artists from this comparative and 

culturalist perspective are also part of the explorations. 

Key Words: colonial modernity, indigenous modernity, counter cultures of modernity, human form, 

figurative painting, native visual idiom, hegemony, erasure  

 

Monuments of love and hate: 

completion of nihilism 

in K.P. Soman 

Sandip K. Luis 

bstract 

The development of Malayali artist K.P. Soman's more than three decades long career is analysed, by 

giving special reference to his recent shift to monumental public art. Soman's artistic development is 

overviewed in the first part of the paper, by highlighting its internal tensions and contradictions. In 

the second part, the writer contextualise these aspects historically and philosophically, by comparing 



Soman's interventions with that of the Indian Radical Painters and Sculptors Association (a short-

lived collective composed mainly of Malayali artists and formed in Baroda, 1987). The third and final 

part of the paper explains how Soman's turn to monumental aesthetic is an ingenious solution found 

by the artist, confronted with the ideological closure of the twentieth century and its ideals. Such a 

revaluation of monumental aesthetic is crucial to understand the persisting 'contemporaneity' of 

Soman, in spite of the prevalent 'antimonumentalism' that characterises contemporary art and art 

discourses.    

Key words: monument, melancholy, failure, nihilism, twentieth century 
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