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Zigzag Afterlives: 
film experiments from the 1960s and 1970s in India 

Episode 1.
11 November 2020

7pm

Syzygy 
Directed by Akbar Padamsee 
Film Animation by Ram Mohan 
1969-1970

Events in a Cloud Chamber
Directed by Ashim Ahluwalia
Single-channel video, Super 8/16 mm 
2016 

Intersect 
Directed by P Mansaram
Collage film featuring Marshall McLuhan and Ravi Shankar  
1967



Video still taken from Syzygy, (1969-1970). 
Directed by Akbar Padamsee 



Video still taken from Events in a Cloud Chamber, (2018)
Directed by Ashim Ahluwalia



Video still of Intersect, (1967). 
Directed by P Mansaram



Zigzag Afterlives: 
film experiments from the 1960s and 1970s in India 

Episode 2.
18 November 2020
7pm

Hope No Ones’ Listening
Directed by Nina Sugati SR aka Nina Shivdasani Rovshen
16mm Kodak Reversal Film, 1973. Transferred to Video and digitised with 
Screenplay Graphics approx. in 2018

A Memoir of the Future
Directed by Kumar Shahani 
An Unfinished Film 
1983



Video still of Hope No Ones’ Listening, (1973). 
Directed by Nina Sugati SR aka Nina Shivdasani Rovshen



A Memoir of the Future,  (1983)
Directed by Kumar Shahani 



Zigzag Afterlives: 
film experiments from the 1960s and 1970s in India

Episode 3.
25 November 2020
7pm

Breaking Ground
Directed by Nina Sugati SR aka Nina Shivdasani Rovshen
16mm Kodak Reversal Film, 1972. Transferred to Video and digitised with 
Screenplay Graphics approx. in 2018

A World of all Intelligence
Directed by Nina Sugati SR aka Nina Shivdasani Rovshen and Ross Spears 
16mm Kodak Reversal Film, 1973. Transferred to Video and digitised with 
Screenplay Graphics approx. in 2018

 



Video still of Breaking Ground, (1972) 
Directed by Nina Sugati SR aka Nina Shivdasani Rovshen



Video still of A World of all Intelligence, (1973) 
Directed by Nina Sugati SR aka Nina Shivdasani Rovshen



Zigzag Afterlives engages with a set of epiphanic film experiments made 
by Indian artists and filmmakers during the 1960s and 1970s. The programme 
contextualises the unacknowledged histories of collaboration and experi-
mentation against a backdrop of nationalism and anti-colonial struggle, the 
global counterculture, the student and civil rights movements, and the Cold War.

Crisscrossing disciplinary boundaries and geopolitical constructs in a produc-
tively non-linear constellation, we encounter an extraordinary film by the 
artist Akbar Padamsee, the catalyst of the Vision Exchange Workshop (VIEW), a 
trans-disciplinary collective initiated in the late 1960s; the Indo-Canadian artist 
P Mansaram’s collaboration with the prophetic media theorist Marshall 
McLuhan in the late 1960s; a relatively recent metaphysical investigation into 
Padamsee’s lost film made at VIEW by the filmmaker Ashim Ahluwalia (2016); a 
visionary but unfinished film from the 1980s by the filmmaker Kumar  Shahani, 
one of the leading participants of VIEW. I am especially delighted to exhibit 
the artist and filmmaker Nina Sugati SR’s films, which she made while a student 
at Cal Arts in the early 1970s. Nina’s films reveal a landscape of the political
subconscious, a terrain that few male arists of Indian origin had dared
 to explore in the 1970s.     

The Vision Exchange Workshop (VIEW) was an experiment conceived by 
the artist Akbar Padamsee between 1969 and 1974. It included painters, 
sculptors, photographers, filmmakers and a psychoanalyst. Although it was 
supported by state patronage – the Jawaharlal Nehru Fellowship – Padam-
see’s stance was markedly anti-institutional. He wanted to nurture a space for 
improvisation and collaboration without getting embroiled in bureaucracy 
or red tapism. Syzygy, a silent, black-and-white animation-based work that 
Padamsee made in collaboration with the animator Ram Mohan, takes its name 
from a Greek technical term meaning the coupling of two things that might 
be alike or opposed. Padamsee devised a mathematical code and created 
thousands of drawings by exploring the various permutations and 
combinations thrown up by it. As he joined the dots, abstract geometric and 
architectural shapes as well as notations from nature appeared
among the dancing lines. I once asked Padamsee whether his use of a
number code to generate drawings and images did not look back to Bela 
Bartok’s works, scored from the Fibonacci sequence; and were the films not 
made in a spirit similar to concrete music, to the work of John Cage, Karlheinz 
Stockhausen, and the architect-musician Ianis Xenakis – all of whom played 
between chance and programme, the aleatory throw of the dice and the 
pattern of a formula? My hunch turned out to be right. On probing, Padamsee 
told me that he was reading Cage’s writings, was acquainted with Xenakis’s 
work, and in the 1960s had even seen Cage and Robert Rauschenberg perform 
in Bombay. 



Syzygy was an experiment far ahead of its time and perhaps that is why
it was much misunderstood and promptly forgotten.

P Mansaram had come across an article on Marshall McLuhan in Life 
magazine before he emigrated to Canada in 1966. Like McLuhan, he was 
interested in the temperature of various kinds of media, print and 
electronic and how they altered the human consciousness. Mansaram’s 
first collage film Intersect (1967), based on his transcultural dialogue 
with the media theorist, is improvised from excerpts of Western radio and 
television commercials and what seem like distortions of Hindi film 
dialogue or songs. He defly overlays McLuhan’s voiceover underlining the
intersecting and interdependent exchanges of the post-World War II 
epoch – “The Western world is going oriental and the oriental world is going 
western…” – on a press conference with the Indian sitar player Ravi Shankar. 
A crossover star, Shankar would gain world acclaim for his fusion music – a 
collaboration between Hindustani classical music and rock, jazz and pop. 
In a 1960s Canada, where racism was in clear evidence, Mansaram was 
blessed to have the friendship of McLuhan. But he does not merely 
transcribe their dialogue. He annotates it critically. For instance, we see 
how he subtly questions McLuhan’s residual binarism when he lays 
McLuhan’s voice – speaking of how oriental society is based on close family
ties while western society emphasises individuals – over Shankar’s press 
conference. Shankar had broken out of the Gharana system of classical 
Indian music based on a rigid guru-shishya parampara – teacher-disciple – 
transmission to embrace a more individuated path in global music. Shankar
is dressed in a shirt and tie, and addresses reporters with practised 
confidence. He is not stereotyped as the kurta-wearing embodiment of 
an ancient culture. 

The opening episode of the programme juxtaposes Intersect with Syzygy. 
Although they are both informed by the irreverence and inventiveness of 
the swinging sixties, they are very different in temperament and form. 
While the former is warm, baroque and layered, the latter is cool, minimalist
and restrained in its aesthetics. But both experiments in cinematic form 
remained illegible to the public for different reasons. In an art world 
dominated by painting in the late 1960s, Syzygy was seen as an aberration rather 
than a rupture in the artist’s practice. With its nationalist bias, Indian art 
criticism was still obsessed with the questions of modernism, indigenism 
and authenticity, and had not expanded itself to be able to comprhend
the true significance of such an experiment. Until I brought a new 
trans-cultural reading to bear upon Syzygy in the 2000s, and situated it 
alongside the countercultural experiments in art, music and architecture, it 
was read through the rubric of Sanskrit aesthetics.



Mansaram’s work, on the other hand, is contextualised within a transcultur-
al framework, having benefitted from the generosity of Marshall McLuhan’s 
camaraderie and ideas. But whatever little is available on Intersect sees the 
film as little more than a simple transcript of McLuhan’s ideas. Faced with 
these deficits of criticism, I have tried to mark Mansaram’s agency in this 
conversation. 

Apart from Syzygy, Padamsee made another film, Events in a Cloud 
Chamber, at VIEW – for the latter, which is unfortunately lost, Geeta 
Mayor (nee Sarabhai) contributed the music score. Ashim Ahluwalia’s 
film Events in a Cloud Chamber (2016), an incredibly beautiful and deeply 
poignant work, parses the many nuances of loss: the lost film, the gaps in 
the artist’s memory as well as his faltering speech. Speaking about his film-
making process, Ahluwalia observes: “We were using a Nizo Super 8 camera 
from the 1970s that would barely turn on…There was no eyepiece on the 
camera, no way to focus it, no way to tell if the film cartridge was even 
exposed…it’s about the magic of not being in control!” Elegiac in tone, the 
film is dark and spectral, replete with impenetrable shadows and scratchy, 
weathered Super 8 footage. Even as we see the images bleeding and falling 
apart, we encounter a hallucinatory even metaphysical moment: Padamsee 
catches a physiotherapy ball in slow motion, as if he were receiving a cosmic 
gift.

We move on from a lost film to an incomplete one. In the early 1980s, 
Padamsee’s friend, the filmmaker Kumar Shahani, embarked on a project 
devoted to the work of the psychoanalyst, thinker and pioneer of group 
dynamics, Wilfred Bion (1897-1979). The film was based on the Mathura-
born Bion’s semi-autobiographical work of fiction, A Memoir of the Future, 
a trilogy comprising the novels The Dream (1975), The Past Presented 
(1977) and The Dawn of Oblivion (1979). In this trilogy, Bion dwelled on his 
formative childhood years in India, the figure of his ayah, articulating his 
belief in an undifferentiated Unconscious as well as his late fascination with 
Neo--Platonist conceptions of transcendence and ideal Forms beyond sensate 
experience.

Shahani, who is renowned as a major figure in India’s experimental cinema 
movement, is best known for his films Maya Darpan and Khayal Gatha. His 
collaborator on the script for the Bion film was Meg Harris Williams, a 
literary critic and artist who has worked extensively on the connection between 
psychoanalysis, aesthetic experience and poetry. Some scenes for the film, 
featuring the celebrated actors Nigel Hawthorne, Tom Alter and Alaknanda 
Samarth, were shot in 1983. Like many of Shahani’s visionary projects, this film 
has never been realized. It is incredible to see how the theory of group 



dynamics is performed in the existing footage. All hierarchies – political, 
social and religious – are overturned. The ayah becomes the memsahib and
vice versa.

The impetus for Shahani’s project came from conversations with the Bombay
psychoanalyst Udayan Patel at Padamsee’s VIEW. Padamsee, a votary of 
mathematics, may well have been attracted to the phase in Bion’s thought 
when he was dedicated to establishing mathematical models for the 
evolution of thought processes, culminating in his idea of ‘the Grid’. Bion later 
renounced the Grid in favour of a more intuitive approach to the thought process 
and states of reverie.

Nina Sugati SR aka Nina Shivdasani Rovshen’s path intersected briefly with 
Padamsee’s VIEW in Bombay, but her political conscientisation took place 
in the USA,  where she studied art in Pennsylvania (1966-1970) and film at 
Cal Arts (1971-1973). In the USA, she marched for peace in the anti-Vietnam 
War demonstrations and osmotically imbibed the anti-authoritarian spirit of 
the counterculture. While studying at Cal Arts, she was sensitised towards the 
lives of African American convicts and Native American people forced to live 
on reservations. These experiences inform her three exceptional experimental 
films, which have not been shown in the last four decades. 

Rovshen serendipitously encountered most of her characters on the streets 
or beaches of Los Angeles. Her cinematic approach has been one of position-
ing her protagonists in space and time such that their “subconscious reveals 
the truth”. This comes through in Breaking Ground (1972), where the African 
American girl Crystal Armstrong’s narration of her primal fears, the fear of 
mice creeping all over her room overlaid with the fear of becoming a victim of 
cannibalism, exposes the conditioning of colonial myths by which pejorative 
narratives of fear and hate were widely circulated. In the film, I would read it as 
a foil for a more real fear: that of being lynched. We realise that the only true 
cannibal is the vicious predatory white colonialist: the genocidal land-grabber 
and slave-owner. Rovshen’s solidarity with the marginalised informs the 
persona of the bum who believes in democratic learning (A World of All 
Intelligence, 1973) or the inmates of the Halfway House, whose insane 
ramblings or paranoia expose both historical and everyday violence (Hope No 
One’s Listening, 1973). 

I have paired Rovshen’s Hope No One’s Listening, with its references to the 
Holocaust, with Shahani’s oneiric A Memoir of the Future. Both films dig into the 
subconscious to reveal the darkest desires and perversions of the human mind.



This online screening cycle comprises films that are half a century old and 
yet retain their transgressive, counter-cultural spirit. Due to the pandemic, they 
will be screened online. In a way, this helps us reach a larger off-site audience, 
the ‘global village’ of McLuhan’s prognostication. But we must not forget 
that he was quick to critique the tribalism and fascism underpinning the ideal 
of the ‘global village’ in The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962): “Instead of tending 
towards a vast Alexandrian Library the world has become a computer, an 
electronic brain, exactly as an infantile piece of science fiction. And as our 
senses have gone outside us, Big Brother goes inside. So, unless aware of this 
dynamic, we  shall at once move into a phase of panic terrors, exactly befitting
a small world of tribal drums, total interdependence, and super-imposed 
co-existence.” It seems as if the warning bells of the past are the curfew signals 
of the present.

Nancy Adajania
November  2020



Publication designed by Matt Williams

Nancy Adajania is a Bombay-based cultural theorist and curator. She has 
curated a number of exhibitions including, the Mehlli Gobhai retrospective
Don’t ask me about colour, National Gallery of Modern Art (NGMA), 
Bombay, 2020; the Sudhir Patwardhan retrospective Walking Through 
Soul City NGMA, Bombay, 2019; Counter-Canon, Counter-Culture: 
Alternative Histories of Indian Art, Serendipity Arts Festival, Goa, 2019 
and Navjot’s retrospective The Earth’s Heart Torn Out, NGMA, Bombay, 
2018. Adajania taught the curatorial practice course at the Salzburg Inter
national Summer Academy of Fine Arts (2013/2014). She was the juror
for the Video/Film/New Media fellowship cycle of the Akademie Schloss
Solitude (2015-2017). Adajania has proposed several new theoretical models
through her extensive writings on media art, public art, transcultural
art and the biennale culture from the Global South. She has edited
two transdisciplinary anthologies ‘Some things that only art can do: A Lexicon 
of Affective Knowledge and Totems and Taboos: What can and cannot be 
done for the Raza Foundation (2017/2018).

Zigzag Afterlives: film experiments from the 1960s and 1970s in India was 
commissioned to accompany the exhibition:

We Found Our Own Reality 
Paul Purgas
22 October - 13 December 2020

Metroland Studios 
91 Kilburn Square
London
NW6 6PS

A co-commission by Camden Art Centre, Brent 2020 with the  support of 
The Elephant Trust.

With special thanks to Margorida Amorin, Maeve Brennan, Milo Brennan, 
Martin Clark, Henry Coleman, Claire Jackson, Shanay Jhaveri, Chris Larner,
Rozzy Middleton, Paul Purgas, Amanprit Sandhu and Lois Stonnock.
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Public  Knowledge 

Public Knowledge is a monthly programme organised by Camden Art 
Centre. It provides a platform for independent and expanded forms of 
publishing and distribution via a series of events that seek to empower 
emerging or under-represented artists, musicians, poets and writers to 
introduce their work to new audiences through discussion, live performances, 
listening sessions, moving-image, and digital broadcasts. 


