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Abstract

Traditional art and craft represent living knowledge systems that preserve cultural memory,
indigenous wisdom, technical skills, and community values across generations. In the
contemporary era, marked by globalisation, technological advancement, and cultural
exchange, these traditions are increasingly recognised not merely as heritage practices but as
dynamic sources of creative knowledge that continue to shape contemporary Indian visual art.
This paper examines how traditional art and craft function as knowledge systems that influence
contemporary artistic practices through the reinterpretation of indigenous techniques,
materials, symbols, and cultural narratives. Adopting a qualitative and interpretive approach,
the study examines selected examples from contemporary Indian visual arts to explore how
traditional knowledge is reimagined in present-day artistic practices.

The study argues that traditional knowledge extends beyond manual craftsmanship to include
ecological consciousness, sustainable material practices, social relationships, ritual
significance, and embodied forms of learning. Contemporary visual artists engage with these
knowledge systems by integrating vernacular aesthetics, local materials, and craft-based
methodologies into interdisciplinary and experimental practices. Such interactions create new
visual languages while preserving cultural continuity and responding to present-day social,
environmental, and cultural concerns.

The paper also examines the role of museums, educational institutions, and digital platforms
in preserving and promoting traditional knowledge. It concludes that traditional art and
craft continue to inspire innovation in contemporary Indian visual arts while strengthening
cultural identity and inspiring innovation in contemporary artistic practice.

Keywords: Traditional Art and Craft, Contemporary Indian Visual Art, Knowledge Systems,
Cultural Identity, Indigenous Knowledge.
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Introduction

India has a rich tradition of art and craft that reflects its diverse cultural, social, and regional
identities. From Madhubani and Warli paintings to Pattachitra, Kalamkari, weaving, pottery,
metalwork, and wood-carving, these artistic traditions are more than forms of visual
expression. They embody systems of knowledge that preserve technical skills, indigenous
wisdom, cultural values, ecological understanding, and collective memory. Passed down
through generations, they continue to shape the cultural identity of communities across the
country.

Traditionally, artistic knowledge has been transmitted through observation, practice, and the
Guru—Shishya Parampara(teacher-disciple tradition). This process of learning extends beyond
technical skill, encompassing the cultural meanings, rituals, and environmental knowledge
associated with artistic practices. Traditional art and craft therefore function as living
knowledge systems that evolve with changing social and cultural contexts while maintaining
their essential values.

In the contemporary era, marked by globalization, rapid urbanization, and technological
advancement, many Indian artists are reinterpreting traditional knowledge in innovative ways.
Rather than simply reproducing traditional forms, they integrate indigenous materials, craft
techniques, vernacular aesthetics, and cultural narratives into contemporary visual art. Through
this process, tradition becomes a source of creative inquiry, enabling artists to address issues
such as identity, migration, environmental sustainability, consumer culture, and social
transformation.

Although traditional art and craft and contemporary Indian visual art have been widely studied,
they are often discussed as separate fields. Comparatively less attention has been given to
understanding traditional art and craft as knowledge systems that continue to influence
contemporary artistic practice. Examining this relationship provides a broader perspective on
how indigenous knowledge is preserved, reinterpreted, and transformed within contemporary
visual art.

This paper adopts a qualitative and interpretive approach to examine how traditional art and
craft function as knowledge systems in contemporary Indian visual art. It explores the
continuity of indigenous materials, techniques, symbols, and cultural narratives, while
highlighting the role of artists, museums, educational institutions, and digital platforms in
preserving and reinterpreting traditional knowledge. The study argues that continuity and
innovation are complementary processes through which traditional knowledge remains
relevant in shaping contemporary artistic practice.
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Understanding Traditional Knowledge Systems

A knowledge system refers to how a community creates, preserves, shares, and applies
knowledge. In the Indian context, knowledge systems are deeply rooted in everyday life and
are closely connected with local environments, customs, beliefs, and occupations. Traditional
art and craft embody these systems because they integrate practical skills with cultural
experience and collective memory. They are not limited to the production of aesthetic objects
but also reflect ways of thinking, learning, and understanding the world.

Traditional artistic knowledge is often conveyed through the Guru—Shishya Parampara
(teacher-disciple tradition), where learning took place through direct observation and
continuous practice. Young artisans gradually acquire technical skills while also understanding
the cultural significance of motifs, symbols, rituals, and materials. This method of learning
encourages patience, discipline, and close engagement with the creative process. Unlike
classroom-based education, it emphasises experience and participation, allowing knowledge
to evolve naturally across generations.

Traditional Art, Craft, and Indigenous Knowledge

India's artistic traditions demonstrate an intimate relationship between indigenous knowledge
and local resources. Artisans have historically used materials readily available in their
surroundings, including clay, bamboo, wood, stone, natural fibres, metals, handmade paper,
and plant-based pigments. The selection of these materials reflects generations of practical
experience and environmental understanding. Long before sustainability became an
international concern, many traditional craft practices already embodied principles of
ecological balance through the careful use of renewable resources and handmade production
methods.

Traditional art and craft also preserve indigenous knowledge through visual symbols, stories,
and rituals. The motifs found in Madhubani paintings, the geometric forms of Warli art, the
narrative traditions of Pattachitra, and the rich imagery of Gond painting all communicate ideas
about community life, nature, spirituality, and history. These artistic traditions function as
visual archives, preserving cultural knowledge that is often absent from written records.
Through repeated practice, communities continue to maintain and reinterpret these cultural
memories while adapting to changing social conditions.

Knowledge, Community, and Cultural Identity

Traditional knowledge is closely connected with community life. Many artistic traditions
developed within specific artisan groups, where knowledge was collectively shared and refined

158



r.w HTHSAAENLA  I1s3N: 2583-5149
{vmﬂw » | ABHINAVDHARA SEPTEMBER 2026
it

International Journal of Innovation in Indic Studies

SHRIJANSHODH 2026: International Conference on Indian Knowledge Systems, Art, Design, Wellness, and Cultural Heritage Date: 29-30 August 2026

over generations. The making of textiles, pottery, metalwork, wood carving, embroidery, and
painting often involves collaboration among family members and local communities rather
than individual production. These collective practices strengthen social relationships while
ensuring that artistic knowledge remains active within everyday life.

Traditional art and craft also contribute to the formation of cultural identity. They express
regional histories, local beliefs, and community values while reflecting India's cultural
diversity. Every artistic tradition carries distinctive visual languages that connect people to
their geographical and cultural roots. Even as communities adapt to modern lifestyles, these
traditions continue to provide a sense of belonging and cultural continuity. For many
contemporary artists, traditional knowledge therefore serves as a source of inspiration for
exploring questions of identity, memory, and place.

Traditional Knowledge in Contemporary Context

The significance of traditional knowledge has gained renewed attention through recent
discussions on Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) and sustainable development. Traditional
artistic practices are increasingly recognised not simply as cultural heritage but as valuable
sources of innovation, ecological awareness, and creative thinking. Contemporary artists,
designers, and researchers draw upon indigenous knowledge to develop new artistic
approaches that respond to present-day social and environmental concerns.

This renewed interest has also challenged the long-standing distinction between fine art and
craft. Earlier, craft was often regarded as functional or decorative, while fine art was associated
with individual creativity. Contemporary artistic practice increasingly rejects this hierarchy by
recognising the intellectual and creative contributions of artisan communities. Traditional
craftsmanship is now understood as a form of knowledge that contributes to artistic
experimentation, material innovation, and cultural dialogue.

Understanding traditional art and craft as knowledge systems provides a broader perspective
on their relevance in contemporary society. Their importance lies not only in preserving
cultural traditions but also in offering alternative ways of thinking about creativity,
sustainability, and community. These knowledge systems continue to inspire contemporary
Indian visual artists, who reinterpret inherited techniques, materials, and cultural narratives to
create new forms of artistic expression. This relationship between continuity and innovation
forms the basis of contemporary artistic practice, which is discussed in the following section.

Continuity and Innovation in Contemporary Indian Visual Art
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The relationship between tradition and contemporary art in India is based on reinterpretation
rather than imitation. Contemporary artists rarely reproduce traditional forms in their original
context. Instead, they examine the meanings embedded in traditional practices and transform
them into new visual expressions. Indigenous motifs, mythological narratives, ritual objects,
local histories, and vernacular aesthetics are reimagined to address questions of identity,
migration, urbanisation, memory, environmental degradation, and globalization.

This process reflects the evolving nature of knowledge systems. Traditional knowledge has
always adapted to social and cultural change, and contemporary artists continue this process
by placing inherited ideas within new contexts. As K. G. Subramanyan (2007) observed,
tradition survives because it is capable of transformation. It is not preserved through repetition
alone but through continuous reinterpretation that allows it to remain meaningful for each
generation.

The reinterpretation of traditional knowledge also challenges the conventional distinction
between tradition and modernity. For many years, these ideas were viewed as opposites, where
tradition represented the past and modernity symbolised progress. Contemporary Indian visual
art demonstrates that such a separation is unnecessary. Many artists successfully combine
indigenous knowledge with contemporary artistic languages, showing that innovation often
develops from a deeper understanding of tradition rather than from its rejection.

Materiality and Craft-Based Practices of Contemporary Indian Artists

One of the most visible expressions of continuity is the renewed importance of materials and
craft processes in contemporary artistic practice. Traditional Indian crafts have always relied
on locally available materials such as clay, textiles, bamboo, wood, metal, natural fibres,
handmade paper, and organic pigments. Contemporary artists continue to explore these
materials, not simply because of their physical qualities but because they carry cultural
memory and historical significance.

Material itself often becomes a medium through which artists communicate ideas about labour,
identity, ecology, consumption, and social change. The use of handmade and recycled
materials also reflects growing concerns about sustainability and environmental responsibility.
By incorporating traditional craft processes into installations, sculptures, mixed-media works,
and site-specific projects, artists expand the possibilities of visual expression while
maintaining a connection with indigenous knowledge.

The work of Vivan Sundaram provides an important example of this approach. His artistic
practice combines installation, sculpture, photography, and archival material to examine
themes of history, politics, memory, and urban life. Sundaram frequently employs discarded
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industrial objects, recycled materials, and handcrafted processes to construct complex visual
narratives. His installations demonstrate how material itself can become a carrier of social and
historical meaning. Although highly contemporary in form, his work reflects an understanding
of traditional craftsmanship, where making is closely connected with cultural experience and
social engagement. By transforming ordinary materials into powerful artistic statements,
Sundaram expands the role of traditional material knowledge within contemporary visual art.

A similar dialogue between tradition and contemporary life is evident in the works of Subodh
Gupta. Internationally recognised for his sculptures and installations created from stainless
steel utensils and domestic objects, Gupta transforms familiar household materials into
monumental artworks. These utensils are deeply embedded in Indian daily life and represent
labour, family, migration, food, and collective memory. By presenting these ordinary objects
within gallery spaces, Gupta elevates everyday material culture into contemporary artistic
discourse. His practice demonstrates that objects associated with traditional domestic life
continue to carry cultural knowledge capable of generating
new artistic meanings.

The works of Bharti Kher further illustrate how traditional
symbols can be reinterpreted within contemporary visual
language. Her extensive use of the bindi, a familiar cultural
and spiritual symbol in South Asia, transforms an everyday
object into a conceptual artistic medium. Thousands of bindis
arranged across paintings, sculptures, and installations create
richly textured surfaces that explore identity,femininity,
belief, migration, and cultural hybridity. Rather than treating
the bindi as a decorative element, Kher investigates its

Bharti Kher, 2019
Bindis on mirror multiple social and symbolic meanings. Her work demonstrates how a

Diameter: 1902em

traditional cultural symbol can be reimagined within contemporary
artistic practice while retaining its connection to Indian cultural experience.

The practices of Sundaram, Gupta, and Kher reveal that continuity is not achieved by
preserving traditional forms unchanged. Instead, continuity is achieved through the
reinterpretation of materials, symbols, and cultural knowledge to address contemporary
realities. Their works demonstrate that traditional knowledge remains a dynamic source of
artistic innovation, capable of generating new visual languages while maintaining meaningful
connections with India's cultural traditions. This dialogue becomes even more evident in the
practices of other contemporary artists who engage with nature, philosophy, memory, and
environmental concerns through diverse artistic approaches. The continuity of traditional
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knowledge is also evident in the practices of artists who reinterpret regional traditions,

Jagannath Panda, 2019-25 s
GUARDIAN OF THE THRESHOLD-I Acrylic, Fabric, Auto Paint, Glue on Plywood 40 inches Dia  Copyright: Exhibit

320

philosophical ideas, and ecological concerns within contemporary visual art. Their works
demonstrate that traditional knowledge is not confined to historical forms but continues to
evolve through new artistic approaches, materials, and concepts.

Jagannath Panda draws inspiration from the visual culture of Odisha, including Pattachitra
painting, temple sculpture, tribal traditions, and local folklore. However, his work does not
reproduce these traditions in their original form. Instead, Panda combines fragments of
mythology, nature, architecture, and memory to create layered compositions that reflect the
tensions between rural and urban life. His recurring images of trees, birds, animals, and
abandoned landscapes symbolise the changing relationship between human beings and nature
in contemporary society. Through this reinterpretation, traditional knowledge becomes a
means of examining environmental degradation, cultural displacement, and the effects of rapid
urbanisation. His work illustrates how regional artistic traditions can remain relevant by
responding to present-day social and ecological concerns.

Jitish Kallat explores continuity by connecting historical memory with contemporary
experience. His multidisciplinary practice incorporates painting, sculpture, photography,
installation, and digital media to investigate themes of time, migration, urbanisation, and
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collective history. Kallat frequently draws upon historical documents, maps, botanical
imagery, and everyday objects to establish dialogues between India's past and present. While
his work embraces contemporary media and global artistic practices, it also reflects traditional
Indian ideas about cyclical time, interconnectedness, and the relationship between humanity
and nature. His practice demonstrates that historical knowledge and cultural memory can be
continuously reinterpreted within new artistic contexts.

Environmental concerns have become one of the most important areas where traditional
knowledge continues to influence contemporary Indian visual art. Vibha Galhotra addresses
issues such as water pollution, climate change, ecological imbalance, and urban expansion
through sculpture, installation, video, and performance. Her works often draw upon traditional
Indian understandings of rivers, landscapes, and natural elements as sacred and interconnected
with human life. Rather than presenting environmental problems only as scientific issues,
Galhotra connects them with cultural memory and indigenous ecological knowledge. This
approach encourages viewers to reconsider traditional relationships between humans and
nature while reflecting on the environmental challenges of the present.

Although these artists differ in their materials, techniques, and visual languages, they share a
common approach towards traditional knowledge. They do not regard tradition as a fixed set
of forms to be preserved unchanged. Instead, they engage with it as a dynamic source of ideas
that can be adapted to contemporary artistic practice. Folk traditions, mythology, indigenous
materials, craft techniques, and cultural symbols become starting points for exploring present-
day concerns rather than subjects of nostalgic representation. Their practices demonstrate that
innovation often emerges through reinterpretation rather than complete departure from
tradition.

Continuity and Innovation in Contemporary Practice

The relationship between continuity and innovation has become one of the defining
characteristics of contemporary Indian visual art. Continuity ensures that traditional
knowledge remains connected to its cultural and historical roots, while innovation allows
artists to respond to changing social realities and evolving artistic practices. Together, these
processes create a dynamic exchange in which inherited knowledge is continually reimagined

rather than simply preserved.

One of the most significant developments in recent decades has been the increasing
collaboration between contemporary artists and artisan communities. Artists often work with
weavers, potters, metalworkers, textile designers, miniature painters, and tribal artists to realise
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complex installations and mixed-media projects. Such collaborations encourage the exchange
of knowledge between contemporary artistic practice and traditional craftsmanship. They also
challenge the long-standing distinction between fine art and craft by recognising the

intellectual and creative contributions of artisan communities.

The growing emphasis on sustainability has further strengthened the relevance of traditional
knowledge. Many contemporary artists have returned to handmade processes, natural
materials, recycled objects, and environmentally conscious methods of production. These
practices reflect principles that have long existed within traditional Indian crafts, where local
resources, minimal waste, and respect for nature formed an essential part of artistic production.
In this context, traditional knowledge offers valuable perspectives on sustainable creativity in

the face of global environmental challenges.

At the same time, contemporary Indian visual art demonstrates that innovation is not limited
to the introduction of new technologies. Genuine innovation often emerges from the ability to
reinterpret inherited knowledge within changing cultural contexts. Traditional materials
acquire new meanings, familiar symbols communicate contemporary ideas, and indigenous
craft practices become vehicles for conceptual exploration. As a result, contemporary artists

create works that are rooted in local traditions while participating in global artistic discourse.

The practices of Vivan Sundaram, Subodh Gupta, Bharti Kher, Jagannath Panda, G. R. Iranna,
Jitish Kallat, and Vibha Galhotra collectively demonstrate that traditional art and craft continue
to function as living knowledge systems in contemporary Indian visual art. Their works reveal
that continuity and innovation are complementary processes through which cultural traditions
remain meaningful, adaptable, and intellectually productive. Rather than preserving tradition
as a static memory of the past, these artists transform it into an active source of creativity that
responds to the cultural, social, political, and environmental realities of the twenty-first

century.

This continuing dialogue between traditional knowledge and contemporary artistic practice
extends beyond the work of individual artists. Museums, educational institutions, and digital

platforms have also become important spaces where traditional knowledge is documented,
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interpreted, and shared with wider audiences. Their contribution to the preservation and

promotion of these living knowledge systems is discussed in the following section.

Museums, Educational Institutions, and Digital Preservation

Traditional art and craft survive not only through artisan communities but also through
museums, educational institutions, cultural organisations, and digital platforms. These
institutions document, preserve, and promote traditional knowledge while keeping it relevant

in the present.

Museums such as the National Crafts Museum, Hastkala Academy, and IGNCA present craft
as a living practice through exhibitions, workshops, and demonstrations. Universities and art
schools also support this through courses, field visits, and hands-on learning with master

artisans.

Digital archives, virtual exhibitions, and social media have made traditional art more accessible
and easier to share. At the same time, preservation must protect artisan communities from

commercialisation and imitation.

Conclusion

Traditional art and craft have long been an integral part of India's cultural and artistic
landscape. As this study has shown, they are not merely expressions of cultural heritage but
living knowledge systems that preserve indigenous wisdom, technical skills, ecological
understanding, and collective memory. These knowledge systems continue to evolve through
practice, community participation, and cultural exchange, making them relevant to both

historical and contemporary contexts.

The discussion demonstrates that contemporary Indian visual artists engage with traditional
knowledge in creative and meaningful ways. Rather than reproducing traditional forms, they
reinterpret indigenous materials, craft techniques, vernacular aesthetics, and cultural narratives
to address contemporary issues such as identity, urbanisation, environmental sustainability,
migration, and social change. The works of artists including Vivan Sundaram, Subodh Gupta,
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Bharti Kher, Jagannath Panda, G. R. Iranna, Jitish Kallat, and Vibha Galhotra illustrate how
continuity and innovation coexist in contemporary artistic practice. Their work shows that
tradition is not a static inheritance but a dynamic source of creative thinking and

experimentation.

The paper also highlights the important role of museums, educational institutions, and digital
platforms in preserving and promoting traditional knowledge. By encouraging research,
documentation, collaboration, and public engagement, these institutions help ensure that
traditional art and craft remain active components of contemporary visual culture. At the same
time, preserving these knowledge systems requires continued support for artisan communities

and greater recognition of their intellectual and cultural contributions.

In an increasingly interconnected world, traditional knowledge offers valuable perspectives on
creativity, sustainability, and cultural identity. Understanding traditional art and craft as
knowledge systems broadens the scope of contemporary visual art by connecting artistic
practice with community knowledge, environmental awareness, and cultural continuity. The
continuing dialogue between tradition and innovation not only enriches contemporary Indian
visual art but also demonstrates that indigenous knowledge remains an essential resource for

shaping the future of artistic practice.
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