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OCTAVIO PAZ 

ANDRE BRETON 
To write on Andre Breton in a language which is not one of passion, 
is impossible. Besides, it will be unworthy. For him the powers 
of the word were not different from those of passion and this, in 
its highest and tensest form, was nothing but language in its savage 
purity: poetry. Breton : the language of passion but also the 
passion of language. All his quest, more than being an exploration 
in unknown psychic zones, was the reconquest of a lost kingdom : 
the primeval word, the man prior to men and civilization. Surrea
lism was his order of knighthood and his entire action was a 
Quest of the Grail. This quest was a passionate and amorous one, 
a quest not towards the future or the past but towards this centre 
of convergence that is, simultaneously, the origin and the end of 
time: the day before the beginning and after the end. His scan
dal before "the infamous Christian idea of sin" is something more 

than a refusal of the traditional values of the West : it is an affir
mation of the original innocence of man . This distinguishes him 
from most of his contemporaries and from those who came later. 
For Georges Bataille eroticism, death and sin were interchangeable 
signs which, in their different combinations, produce with an 
appalling monotony the same meaning : the nothingness of man , 
his irremediable abjection. For Sartre too man is the son of a 
curse, whether it be ontological or historical, call it anxiety or 

salaried work. Both are rebel children of Christianity. Breton 
was from a different race. By his life and his work he was not so 
much an inheritor of Sade and Freud as of RousseclU and Eckhart. 
He was not a philosopher but he was a great poet and, even more, 
in the ancient sense of the word, a man of honour. If sin was a 
stain, it was not because it would injure the being but the dignity 
of man . The belief in sin was incompatible with his notion of man. 

This conviction made him oppose many modern philosophies and all 
the religions with great violence. But basically it was also a 
religious conviction, I mean , it was an act of faith. The strangest 
thing-I should say: the most admirable - is that this faith never left 
him . He denoun ced frailties, weaknesses and betrayals but he 
never thought t hat our gUilt was congenital. He was a partisan 
without the least trace of Manaecheism. For Breton, to sin and to 
be born were not synonymous. 

Man is a marvellous being-even modern man degraded by the 
neocapitalism and the pseudosocialism of our days . He is marvel-
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lous because at times he speaks. Language is the mark, the sign 
not of his fall but of his essential irresponsibility. Systems and 
civilizations are gUilty : not man, not language, not love . Th'rough 
the word we can regain the lost kingdom and recover the ancient 
powers. These powers are not ours . The inspired one, the man 
who really speaks, does not say anything that may be his: through 
his mouth the language itself speaks. Dream is propitious for the 
explosion of the word by its being an affective state : its passivity 
is activity of desire . Dream is passionate. Here too his opposition 
to all religions were of a religious nature: language overfloods and 
annihilates the conscience. Poetry does not save the ego of the 
poet: it dissolves it in the vaster and more powerful reality of the 
speech . The exercise of poetry demands the abandonment, the 
renouncement of the ego. Perhaps it is a pity that Buddhism had 
not interested him : this tradition too destroys the illusion of the 
ego though not in favour of the language but of silence. (I must 
add that this silence is silent word, silence that does not cease to 
emit meani ngs since more than two thousand five hundred years). 
I recall Budd hism because I think that "automatic writing" is 
something like a Western and modern equivalent of Buddhistic 
meditation; I don 't think it is a method for writing poems nor ' is it 
a rhetorical prescription : it is a psychic exercise, a convocation 
and an invocation destined to open the floodgates of the verbal 

cu rrent. Breton saw language as a magical entity and, at the same 
time, his ideas possessed a precision and penetration which I dare 
call scientific. On one hand, he conceives language as an autono
mous power bestowed with its own energy, a sort of universal 
magnetism; on the other hand , this erotic substance is a system of 
analogies , a universe of signs governed by the double law of 
affinity and opposition, similarity and otherness. Words are fiel ds 
of energy, like the atoms and their particles. Attraction and 

repulsion between syllables and words are not distinct from those 
of the stars and the bodies. Nature is language and this, in turn, 
is the double of the other. To recover the natural language is to 
return to nature, before the fall and before history : poetry is the 
testimony of original innocence. 

He said many times that surrealism was a movement of total libera
tion and not a school of poetry. This affirmation has its origin in 

his conception of poetry : he saw in surrealism the road to the 
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reconquest of the Innocent language. Fo r Breton poetry was the 

creation of realities through the word and not only a verbal inven

tion. Hence his admiration for Apoliinaire and other poets 
contains a grain of reticence. He loved novelty and surprise in art 

but the term invention was not of his liki ng. He loved another 

word: revelation. It shines with unequivocal light. Poetry is the 

highest activity: to reveal the hidden, to awaken the buried word 

as If It were spring or woman. 'to rouse the apparition of our double, 

this other that we are and which we never fully allow to be. 

Revelation is resurrection. exposition, initiation. It is a word that 
evokes the rite and ceremony. Except as a means of provocation. 

to mock at the public or excite rebellion. Breton detested the 
open-air shows: the ufiesta" must be celebrated in the catacombs. 

Each of the surrealist expositions revolved around a contradictory 
axle: scandal and secret, consecratio,n and desecration. Consec-

ration and conspiracy are kindred words: revelation is rebellion 

too. The other. our double. denies the illusory coherence and 
security of our conscience. this pillar of smoke that sustains our 

arrogant philosophical and religious c~:>nstructions. The others. pro

letarians and colonial slaves, prl'mitive myths and revolutionary 

utopias, threaten the b'eliefs and institutions of the West with no 
less violence. With one and the other, with Fourier and the 
Papuan of New Guinea, Breton shook hands. Rebellion and reve

lation, language and paSSion, are manifestations of a single reality. 

The true name of this reality is also double: ' innocence and marvel. 

Man is a' creator of marvels, he is poet because he is an innocent 

being. Children, women, the enamoured ones, the inspired and, 

even the mad, are the incarnations of the marvellous. They make 

prodigies and they do not know It. They are irresponsible. inno
cent. Magnets, lightning conductors, high-tension cables: their 

words and their acts are senseless and. nevertheless, possess a 
meaning. They are the dispersed signs of language in perpetual 

movement that unfolds before our eyes a fan of contradictory 

meaning-resolved' in the end, into a single and last meaning. For 

them and in them the universe talks to us and talks to itself. 

I have repeated some of his words : revelation and rebellion, inno

cence and marvel, passion and language . There is another, perhaps 

the plvota.1 one: magnetism. He not only believed that we men 

are ruled by the laws of attraction and repulsion but his own 
person was an incarnation of those forces. All those who dealt 

with him felt the dual movement of the vertigo: fascination and 

,the centrifugal impulse. Breton was one of the centres of graVity 

of our epoch. The history of his paSSions and his friendships is that 

of union and dispersion of a few minds who have marked the sensi

bility of this century. I will not dwell on this well-known point. 

On my part, I must confess that for a long time the idea of doing 

or saying something that could provoke his reproach had worried 

me. I think that many of his friends experienced something 

similar. A few years ago, Bu ~ uel invited me to see one of his films 

in private. At the end of the show he asked me: "Will Breton 

find it within the surrealistic tradition?" I quote Bunuel not only 
because he is a great artist but also because he is a man with inte

grity of character and a really exceptional freedom of spirit. These 

sentiments, shared by all those who frequented him, has nothing to 
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do with the fear or w ith the respect for the superior (though I 

think that, if there be superior men, Breton was one of them) . I 

never saw him as a boss or much less as a Pope, to use the Ignoble 

expression popularized by some swines. In spite of my friendsh ip 

towards his person my activities within the surrealist group were 

rather at a tangent. However. his affection and generosity always 

confused me since the beginning of our relationship till the end of 
his days. I have never known the reason of his indulgence: was 

it because I was from MexiCO. a land that he always loved? Beyond 

these considerat ions of a private nature. I must say that on many 

occasions I write as if I were to sustain a silent dialogue with 

Breton: replica, reply, coincidence, divergence. homage, all 

combined in one. Not itself I experience this sensation. Since the 

time the cable announced his death to me, I brood over the 

idea of knowing if he and Elisa, his marvellous companion. received 

a small object of Rajasthan that Marie Jose sent them a month ago 

through a common friend. Is not all this called magnetism? 

In my adolescence, during a period of isolation and exaltation, 

read a few pages by chanc~ of what I later came to know formed 

part of the V Chapter of L' Amour Fou. In them he relates his 

climbing the peak of Teide in Terenife. This text, read almost at 
the same time as The Marriage o( Heaven and Hell. flung open to me 

the portals of modern poetry. Besides. and above all, it made me 

understand the meaning of the word love. It was an "art of 

lOVing" not in the trivial manner of Ovid or Kamasutra but as an 

initiation to something that later on life and the Orient have con

firmed to me : the analogy or rather. the identity between the 
loved person and nature. Water is feminine or the woman is tide, 

nocturnal river, seashore of dawn tattooed by the wind? If men 

are a metaphor of the universe, the couple is the metaphor par 

excellence, the point of encounter of all the forces and the seed of 

all forms. The couple is time reconquered. time before time. 

Against wind and tide. I have endeavoured to be faithful to this 

revelation: the word love maintains all its powers intact in me. 

Or as he says: .' On n'en sera plus Jamais quiHe avec ces (rondai
sons de I'age d'or". Many years later. I knew Benjamin Peret. 
Leonora Carrington. Wolfang Paal.§n. Remedios Varo and other 

surrealists who had searched for refuge in Mexico during the 

second world war. Peace came and I again saw Benjamin in Pari s. 

He took me to the cafe of Place Blanche. For a long period I saw 
Breton frequently. Though assiduous dealings are not always bene

ficial for the exchange of ideas and sentiments, more than once I 
felt that current that really united the participants in a dialogue, 

even if their points of view are not identical. 

Does surrealism belong to "avant~garde" as the manuals say? My 
first reaction before this question is to reply : surrealism is avant

garde. But apart from the fact that I have antipathy for this 

military term, I am neither very sure that novelty, the being on the 

point of events, is an essential characteristic of surrealism. · Not 

even Dada had this frenzied cult for the new that, for example. 

the futurists postulated . Neither dadaists nor surrealists adored 

the machines; if they used them, it was on Iy for deviating them 

from their function and, if it is possible to say so this way, for de

naturalizing them. They make unproductive machines, "nurseries 
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of dust", soft watches. They made machine a method of criticism- tain evidences that are the denial of time and of what we call the 
of machinism and of men, of progress and its bu foo neries. Is normal perspective of life. I call these instants poetic though they 
Duchamp the beginning or the end of painting? With his work are' common experiences to all men : the only difference is that the 

and, even more, with his den ial of. the sense and value of the "work po~t remembers them a,nd tries to reincarnate them in words, 
of art", Duchamp closes a period of Western art and opens. another sounds, colours. Those who have lived these instants and are capa-
that ,is no more "artistic": the dissolution of art in life, of meaning ble 'of grasping their Significance, know that the ego is not saved 
in the circle of the play of words, of reason in its philosophical because it does not exist. They also know that, as Breton himself 
antidote~ laughter. Du champ dissolves modernity with the same underlined often the frontiers between dream and vigil, life and 
gesture with which he dissolves' tradition. In the case of Breton, death, time and timeless present are fluid and indecisive. We do 
besides, there is the vision ' 'of time, not ' as a succession but as a not know what exactly it is to die, except that it is the end of the 
constant presence, though invisible, of an innocent present. Future ego - -the end of the prison. Breton . broke this prison in some 
appeared fascinating to him being the territory of the unexpected: mo~ents, enlarged or denied time and, for a measureless instant, 
not what will be according to reaso n but wh,at can be according to coincided with the other time. This experience, the nucleus of his 
imagination . The destruction of our world will allow the appear- life and thought, is invulnerable and untouchable: it is beyond time, 
ance of real time, not historical but natural, not governed by beyond death, beyond us . To know this reconciles me with his 

progress but by desire . . Such was, if I am not mistaken, his idea of death of now and with all dying. X X 

an anarchist-communist SOCiety. He never thought that there was -translated from 5panish by G, Aroul 

an essential contradiction between myth and utopias, poetry and 
revolutionary programmes. He read Fourier and Marx as we can read 
the Vedas or the Popul Vu and the Eskimo poems seemed to him 
revolutionary prophecies . The most ancient . past and the remotest 
future united themselves most naturally in his spirit. In the same 
way: his materialism was not a vulgar " scientism" nor his irrationa-
,I ism a hatred towards reason. 

The decision to wed opposite terms-Sade and Rousseau, Novalis 
and Roussel, f"'iarx and Chateaubriand - a'ppears constantly in his 

writings and in his acts. But nothing is more far from his attitude 

than the easy tolerance of scepticism. In the realm of thought he 
hated eclecticism and in that of eroticism, promiscuity. The best 
of his work, the prose as well as the poetry, are the pages inspired 
by .the idea of election and the corelative of f~ithfulness to this 
election. whether it be in art or in politics, in friendship or in love. 
This idea was the axle of his life and the centre of his conception 
of uni que love: sple'ndour of the passion engraved by liberty, 

unalterabJ~ diamond. Our time has liberated Jove from the prisons 
of the past century only to convert it into an anonymous pastime, 
on e more object of consumption in a society of weary consumers. 
The vi,sion of Breton is the negation of almost all that passes today 
for love and even for erotici~m (another word now handled as a 

che~p coin). VYe s~iII need to "reinvent lo~.·' Sometimes to be 
agaInst the current IS to affirm sinfultaneously the past and future. 

Each one of the facets of his spirit reflects the others. That 
reflection is not the passive one of the mirror-it is not a repetition 
but a replica. His work is a bu,ndle of contrary lights. Magnetism, 
revelation, thirst for innocence and also disdain .. Haughty? Yes, in 
the noble sens~ of the term: bird of altitude, bi'rd of heights. All 
the words of this family suit him . He exalted us 'and he said that 
the body of woman and that of man were our only altars. And 

death? All men die and are born many times . It is not the first time 
that Breton dies. He knew it better than anyone else: each of his 
main books is the history of a resurrection, I know that now it is 
different and that we will not see him anymore. This death is' not 
an illusion. Howeve~, Breton U~ed certain instants and saw cer-
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Feet a bunch of keys of the feet of a caulker drinking 
My woman her neck of unpearled barley 
Cleaving into a valley of gold 
Rendezvous in the bed of a torrent 
Of breasts of night 
~y woman the breasts of a marine molehill 
My woman a belly the fan of days unfolding 
The belly a colossus' claw 

My woman ,her back a bird In vertical flight 
Back of quicksilver 
The back of light 
My woman her hips a small boat 
Hips a chandelier and an arrow's feathers 
Stems of a white peacock's plumes 
A pair of insentient scales 

My woman her buttocks sandstone and amiantus 
My woman her buttocks swan 's down 
My woman her buttocks are spring 
Sex a gladiolus 
A placer and ornlthorhynchus 
My woman of sex of seaweed and musty sweets 
Her sex a mirror 
My woman with tear-filled eyes 
A violet panoply and a magnetic needle 
My woman her eyes are the savannah 
Eyes of drinking-water In prison 
Eyes the wood forever under axe 

Her eyes the level of water and air the level of earth and fire 

NOVEMBER 
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KALIDAS 

SPACE IN VACUUM 
Diego Rivera is said to have remarked once when asked why he 
was carrying a staff that it was meant to "give an orientation to the 
critics" . Chekhov, a gentler soul, defined the critic as lIa dog 
walking under the shadow of the artist and barking at him." 

Strong words, these, but aptly appli cable to some of these periphe
ral penpushers of the newspaper world, who bring the attitudes of a 

flunkey to art appreciation. 

One of the most talented among t he new generation of Indian pain
ters is Rajesh Mehra, accused recently by one critic of being "lazy". 

An understandable though unpardonable slight, for the key to the 
appreciation of Mehra's work is the restfulness and repose of his 

Imagery, so gentle and unobtrusive in their statement that vulgar 
minds are apt to see only "meaningless" flourishes in them. 

Mehra does not believe in quantity (neither did Duchamp) . 
The filthy world of crass commercialism which prompts many a run

of-the-mill painter to produce canvases in litters only makes him 
withdraw more into himself, a retreat which expresses itself with 

the lUcidity of a child on the canvas . 

Mehra's world is a world of silences and pauses, of brooding ~and
scapes where even the tiniest flutter in the wind becomes pregnant 
with meaning, where one does not hurry to reach a destination but 
looks inwards with tranqUility, stilling the incessant clamour of the 
mind, where the 'I' becomes the picture frame and silence steps into 

you. 

Mehra is one of the very few Ind ian painters who have a 
meaningful concept of space. For him the canvas Is not a vacuum 
to be cluttered with what you will ; he populates the vacuum with 
space. This, perhaps, Is the reason why there is always a feeling of 
imminence, of something on the verge of happening, in his canvas

es. Even the figures of the animal or human sparsely introduced 
into the brooding landscape seem to have emerged out of it or the 

landscape become into them. For Mehra Form is the self definition 
of space. 

As with all true painters, his technique is so eminently suited to 
his style that it almost seems facile. He uses the brush in a 
leisurely fashion, allOWing the mood to percolate into colour and 
line. He is almost puritanical in his adherence to conventional 

materials and abhors cliches and gimmicks which hide poverty of 
thought. 

Mehra is fond of out of the ordinary situations, or rather, like Che .. 
khoy, he is able to render ordinary situations uncommon. With 
extraordinary insight he brings out the beauty and pathos in such 
simple things as an empty bench in a Park or a stray dog, a monu ... 

ment in ruins, a poor child. He ~ drenches them In an aura of love 
that lifts them out of their inconsequence and makes them creatures 
of god. xx 

NOVEMBER 
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J. SWAMINATHAN 

REALITY OF THE IMAGE 
There Is a general tendency among art his tor ians and crit ics of 
Indian art to associate the beginnings of the modern movement in 
India with the introduction of Academic realism (as exemplified by 
the vulgar naturalism of Raja Rav! Verma) by th e English colonial 
masters and the subsequent react ion again st it in the form of the 
Bengal School of painting. This development, however, did not 

arise as a revolt against tradition, infused with a contemporary 

awareness. Burdened by the dead-wiight of a culture that ceased 

to grow centuries ago and t hrown out of gear by the impact of the 
technologically advanced West, it has been from its very initiation 
plagued by the longing to perp~trate the " glories" of an ancient 
heritage on the one hand and the desi re to be in tune with the 
"advanced" West on the other. 

Various factors have come in the way of an awareness of this 
apaliing situation. One of them is the role of the protagonists of 
Oriental spirituali sm wanting to save the materialist West from it
self. Whatever benefit the world might have derived from t he 
efforts of savants like Ananda Coomaraswami in popularizing orient

al art, they have only contri buted to complacency at home. That 
many in the West, baffl ed by the problems of life posed by the 
great technological revolution have sought a way out in India's 
spiritualistic stance, is no proof of its authencity. It has seldom 
been felt that only a searching and militant criticism of the values 
held sacrosanct, can make the Indian artist come out of his shell 
and expose him to the winds of uncertainty and challenge. 

The gulf that exists between the contemporary Indian artist 

and India's past is patent. All attempts to bridge it could only be 
false and obscurantist. Yet it is an unfortunate fact that the efforts 
of a misguided though well-meaning English man were mainly res

ponsi ble for the easy escape which the Bengal School of painters 
found in harking back to the past. In trying to maintain thei r 
national identity in the face of Western cultural influences, they 

only succeeded in blinding themselves to realities. It took a 
Shergil with her intimate knowledge of the European movement 
to turn to secular and democratic themes, though she owed more 
to Modigliani -and Gauguin for her style and inspiration than to any 
artist from India' s past. 

It was never clearly grasped that establishing a national identity 
does not mean approximating to the image of the past, that it is in 
grappling with the reality around him that the artist unfolds his 

true Image, and his prime duty lies In wholly committing himself 

to this adventure. 

2 

What, after all , is the relation of tradition to I ife and its relevance 

to contemporary man, the artist in particular? 
9 

This quest ion has been posed again and again by the mentors of 
t he " modern" movement in Indian art but the answer has never 
been sought for in the nature of the creative act itself. What was 
~ssumed by and large as unquestionable and basic to a cultural iden 

tity, will be found on closer examination to be nothing but the 

emanation of a deep-seated fear-comple x. Despite all the talk of a 
cultu ral heritage and of a life-outlook th rough ce ntu~ies of evolu
t ion, the simple fact remains that the creative potential is an attri 
bute of man's genetic make-up and not of his civil life~ We con
form to a cultural pattern not because of any " inner" necessity but 
more as a conditioned reflex. 

All the attributes of a cultural iden tity- language, morality, aesthe
t ic mores, philosophy-are external to t he self~generating and, 
therefore , eternally mysterious spirit of man. It is only when we 
live in and breathe the air of a speCific culture that it becomes 
second nature to us and our creative self gets entangled in its 
snares or finds expression through its tools. To put it differently, 
man, however removed he may be from his primitive ancestors in 
time, is essentially the same In space. 

Again, to say that man is a social animal, does not preclude the 
fact that he is also the one fully aware of his individuality. To 
the individual man t he social environment essentially is a part of 

t he general environment, and his co-operation or conflict with 
SOciety is determ ined by the advantage he derives from SOciety in 
his en counter with life. Diversification, indiv idualization and 
specifi cation are inherent in the evolutionary process and if in 
nature it has led from the unicellular amoeba to the highly complex 
Homo Sapien, so has it led the individual in society from identifica
tion with the mass to 'estrangement' from it. This estrangement, 
in fact, is not so much a characteristic of capitalist society as 
Marxists would have it, but the result of the break-up of religiOUS 
and feudalistic fetters with the advent of modern technology. The 
poignance of this estrangement is but the pain suffered at the 
severance of the .umbilical cord , and through the make believe of 
magiC and religion and science it marks the arrival of man into a 
state of freedom. 

It is from the viewpoint of this free individual that we have to 
examine the question of a social or ~ cultural identity, however 
rootless it might make us feel. For the free individual the only 
real past is his genetic evolution . For him all the cultural heritage 
of man is as much the present as his immediate environment. It 
is the elemental creative capacity of the individual that rejects, 
assimilates and transmutes materials found in the environmental 
continuum, and remains essentially a mysterious, not a cognitive 
process. 

3 

The protagonists of Oriental superiority have been happy with the 
thought that Indian painting was never bound by naturalistic 
fetters, that the treatment of canvas space as two-dimensional was 
known and practised by the medieval painters in India long before 
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Picasso was born, or that Indian art was not the truncated ex pres- necessity of striking a balance between tradition and what is consi-
slon of a rational and analytical mind but the personification of dered as the contemporary western contribution . 
universal love and the sense of Identity and unity with all nature. 
Such things, however, are immaterial to the creative element which 
must of necessity carry forward the process of indlvidualisatlon and 
specification. What these protagonists of Oriental superiority or 
Identity seem oblivious of. is the fact that contemporary man is not 
faced with a choice between a p-hysical and a para· physical idiology. 
An escape into the pastoral peace of a stagnant society (stagnant 
In the sense of vertical growth whatever mighty proportions it 
might have acquired horizontally) from the anxiety and the spiritual 

Insecurity of contemporary life could hardly be the solution . 

The predominant influence in Indian art-even after . the decay of 
the Bengal School-continued to be the decorative approach. The 
complete alienation of artistic expression from the artist's persona

lity and his escape into a placid world of make-believe away 

from the troubles and turmoil of a fast-changing world reduced 
style in art-in the hands of the Bengal School painters-into a 
mannerism. devoid of any plasti c significance. It was no more the 
vehicle. the embodiment of creative expression flowing out of the 

compulsive need of the artist's genius; it had become a synthetic 

compounding of elements from miniature and classical, Indian 
painting. 

The Bengal School artist was preoccupied in achieving more and 

more dexterity in the wash technique. in the mechanical balancing 

of "objective" space. in drawing the "flawless" flowing line 

(supposed to be lyrical but actually weak and sentimental) and in 
harmonizing colour In terms of complementaries. The themes 
selected were suited to the " style". and such was the hypnotic 
effect of this self-deception that the artist even started affecting 
the hair-do and dress of a by-gone age. 

It Is interesting to note th at Rabindra nath Tagore, while sheltering 
this fantastic escape from reality in Shantiniketan, himself never fell 
a victim to it. Perhaps his Enormous nostalgia for pastoral tran 
qUility and his extraordinary skill at weaving word patterns found 
sympathy with the placid world of th e Bengal School painters, but 
the poet in him did find true expression through his paintings. 
Begun as doodlings while writing poe try, his paintings reflected a 
soul very . far removed from it. There is mirrored in some of his 
works as a pai nter that angst. which is nowhere to be seen in his 
poetry. The brooding figures lurking in dark, glowing shadows. 
the threatening hush of a forest In the sulphuriC glow of a sunset, 
the strange animal forms-all seem to manifest the skeleton in the 

pastoral cupboard. A geni us aware of the self-discovery that he 
was making through this uncultivated form of expression which had 

grown on him insidiously in those pauses in composing verse, 
Tagore followed uP . the adventure and arrived at a result totally 
opposed to the practice of the masters of Shantiniketan. However 
Tagore's revolt against tradition in art was an isolated phenomenon 
and even to this day the sign ificance of hi s breakth rough is not 
fully appreciated. For, as against the traditionalists, the "modern" 
approach of enlightened nationalism has been to advocate the 

10 

It Is this seemingly reasonable and suggestive argument which finds 
easy currency even with the well -wishers of Indian art abroad, that 
has been the most dangerous influence in the country's aestheti c 
thought. This "enlightened" approach to the question of tradition 
has continued to inhibit the modern movement in India since the 

decay of the Bengal School and it constitutes the mental-ideological 
make-up of the generation which is the Establishment today, 

4 

The Significant fact overlooked by those obsessed with the impor
tance of tradition is that the modern movement in Europe was not 

a carry forward of the Greek or even the renaissance spirit but a 
most thoroughgoing revolt against the so-called European tradition. 
It would be fantastically naive to believe that Paul Klee was ins
pired by the spirit of his forbears when he found Egyptian or Afri 
can art forms seeping into his geflius or even that he was enamour
ed by Egyptian or African traditions. While it is true that Klee's 

art is a most complete repudiation of the so·-called European tradi
tion. it is also a repudiation of all traditions in the sense that It is 

the total expression of the free individual who is not a creature of 
history. He obliterates the temporal gap between the primitive 

and the contemporary. His art is not a "synthesis " of cultures so 
dear to the sociological mind and is completely inexplicable in 
terms of traditional mores. It thereby also does not become the 
obscure expression of a private experience-the general complaint 
against modern art. As the uninhibited expression of Klee's crea

tive genius, it has the authenticity of individuality and will always 
remain a living world of experience for all. 

The crucial question is : were our civilized ancestors and the prl ml
tlves before them aware of the significance we see in the heritage 
of the past? What were the prime considerations which moved 
them in their creative endeavours and what were the criteria of 
their aesthetic judgement? Do we share the criteria and are we 
moved by the same considerations? 

The primitive motivated in his image making by the magical pagan 
ethos of the tribe and the feudal man 'in the grip of a religious ideo
logy offering homage to God were making art serve tribal and 

social needs. That the art of former tl mes moves us today does 

not mean that their ideologies still serve as tools for establish
ing rapport with nature or eternity. For the spiritual hegemony 
reqUired for the very existence of previous social orders has been 
disrupted for ever by the scientific technological revolution. and all 
attempts to re-establi sh it are doomed to failure and bound to stifle 
the free flow of individual genius. 

There is, therefore, no suc.h thing as tradition from the point of 

view of the free individual. That he is charmed and moved by the 

Mahabharata or Hindu sculpture, that folk art still holds him enrap~ 

tured or that miniature painting has still its fascination. is the same 
(Contd. on page 12) 



NUMBER TWO CONTRA '66 

TS'AO CHIH 

THREE POEMS 

Ink came from the smoke of green pir)e wood

Brushes from the tufted fur of crafty hares; 

Men of old were inspired to write by the tracks of birds 

But in the characters there have been changes and losses . . 

2 

Emperors influence t~e Eight Regions 
care for all things 
harmonize yin and yang, 

But the singing wind blows 
And the Ho and La waters flutter. 

3 

Bright in the evening a gleaming pearl 

Fe" and was lost in the golden sand. 
How can I leave it 

Fo'r the girl of the Han and the maid of the Hsiang? 

NOVEMBER 

- translated from Chinese by H.A. Dunn 
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to his essential self as his react ion to Afr ican sculpture o r pre

Columbian art, the paintings of EI Greco or even the wor ks of a 

Picasso, Braque or Pollock. It is even like his rapture at the sun 

and the moon and the stars, the ocean and the desert , and the 

complex industrial life seething around him. From the vast matrix 

of consciousness that hi$ senses weave out of reality, his creativ.e 

personality assimilates its food to give birth to the only true image 

of the world. Its authenticity, to the individual artist also makes 

it authentic for the rest of mankind, and the multiplicity of indivi

dual truths unfolds an ever enlarging universe of experience. 

5 

The revolt started by Jamini Roy against ' the Bengal School in his 

excursion Into fol k·art and the carry-forward of the Shergil tradition 

in Northern and Western India did not mar k a break from the 

eclectic approach . True, the folk basi s of Jamini Roy' s art did seem 

to lend it greater vita!ity, but the moot question is whether the 

stylized strait-Jacket in which he clothed traditional folk forms did 

really serve any contemporary need or not. While comparisons 

with Picasso may be interesting. they are naive and misleading. 

Jaminl Roy practises a sophisticated version of folk -art (he himself 

believes so) while Picasso reflects an awareness as far removed from 

folk traditions as t/le atomic age is from the bullock cart. 

The question of form had long been treated as an objective problem ' 

related to pictorial representation by the eclectics. Thus, simplifi

cation and distortion were seen as antecendent to it . While Picasso 

created La Mademoiselle d' Avignon and fathered t~e Cubist move
ment moved by African sculptu re, moderni sts in India adopted the 

"principles" of cubism to fol k and min iature styles. Thus, while 
Picasso was forever destroying the class ical and naturalistic image, 

the Indian "modernists" were only presenting traditional styles in 

a "modern" garb. In the West Cubism served as an ' instrumen t . 
for penetrating. analysing and ultimate ly recomposing reality, but 

in the hands of the modernists in India it became a strai t -jacket 

for . containing traditional modes . 

This is perhaps because naturalism and realism never had any sway 

in the I ndian movement. The naturali~m of Ravi Varma never 

became a craze like .the Bengal School, and the jump from . tradi

tionalism to mode!nism was achieved on a purely superficial 

level. The formalism of the Bengal School persisted in the move

ment which came to replace it, though the manp er was different. 

Thus, the , cultivation of skill in terms of the wash technique and the 

classical and miniature styles was given up for its cultivation in 

terms of oils and the geometric bifurcation of the traditional image. 

The tendency to choose p~storal themes continued, a nd artists 

living in squalid city centres continued to depict Village belles and 
bu 1I0ck carts. 

It is therefore not surprising that with the advent · of freedom and 

greater familiarity With Western trends and movements, artists are 

seen going whole hog for abstract art today. In fact. leaVing aside 

the few who c3;n be said to represent true co'ntemporary aware ness, 

most Indian painters show equal facility to slide into the t raditi? nal, 

academic or abstract modes. 
, 

It is to be noted that abstract art in India is a fairly recent dev~ lop-

ment. Till about ten years back there was hardly any abstl"act 

painter (a Maharashtrian painter with a marked tenden cy for non

representational art, Ambad as, was in comparative obscurity). It 

was Gaitonde who made the first public appearance as an abstract 

painter of Significance. Soon, a host of abstract painters cropped 

up, with many form e r figurative painters going in for tRe " latest" 

manner, and younger artists jumping at it without feeling the need 

to go through the rigmarole of " realistic' and "representational" 
perio,ds. 

Is the phenomenal growth of abstract painting in the recent pas t an 

indication of India's arrival at last into contemporaniety? There 

are various factors responSible for this development, and if we look 

into them closely we will find that in most cases the change has 

been only superficial. that the same eclectic. decorative approach 

continues to persist despite the craze for " new" modes and 
manners. 

A factor of no little importance is the patronage which is almost 

entirely foreigo , mostly American. It is but natural that the artist of 

_ an underdevelopec{' country, starved for sustenance and recognition. 

should give up the struggle rather than risk isolation. For the 

foreign patron he has to tread famili ar ground, whether h'e satisfies 
their curiosity for the "Or'lental" and " fabulous " by pai ntin g 

"Indian" themes in se mi-traditional styles or play up to their 

national pride by going abstract. In the ultimate analysis, however, 

patronage only serves to perpetuate the inhib itions already extant 
in a mind still in the 'grip of feudal conformity. 

There is .this very wrong notion current in the Indian art world 

today that to be individualistic in expression on e need merel y 

achieve variation in formal arrangement ~ and that contemporaniety 

need just be a certain capacity for innovation . Thus we have the 

traditional image sometimes making its appearance clothed in new

fangled techniques and textures , sometimes di sappearing altogether 

for a mere arrangement of textures in space. The possibility of 

rearranging form in te rms of design is infinite . However, an art ist 

can draw a bull or a peacock or a Village belle in a hundred different 

ways and yet lack completely in being evocative. Thi s is the result 

of an objectivity which precludes the perso nality of the artist from 

participating in the act of painting and leaves the craftsman in full 

sway. Again, technique in it self has little Significance, and becomes 

a mere shell, a skeleton purged of the life it was supposed to 

support; 

6 

This brings us to the crucial question of the importance of the 

image in art. It can perhaps be described as that unique concreti-
12 
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HANS ARP 

BAOBAB 

And she gave birth to a hefty healthy boy 

who was known as Baobab. 

And he grew like wild fire 

the fire that never stops to grow 

Baobab grew and touched the sky. 
His folks prefered to look into the eyes 
of those they would like to be talking to. 

But with Baobab, in the sky 

how could this, be possible. 

So they heaped up the earth 

and dug a gaping hole. 

And Baobab let himself into it 

for it was unbearable for him too 

not to be able to look into the eyes 

of those he would like to be talking to. 

The mound of earth 

they threw over the edge of their tiny star 

into the void. 

Having lived for a century in the hole 

Baobab began to vanish 
day by day he grew tinier and tinier 

t ill at last he vanished altogether . 

Now the folks of the tiny star 

were left with nothing else but a gaping hole 

a close strip of land around that hole 

and one by one they looked 

they looked into the gaping hole 

and over the e.dge of their tiny star into the void. 

-translated from German by U. N. Tiwari 

zation of experience which is not the representation of reality but 

becomes an objective phenomenon in itself, The significance of a 

work of art lies not so much in the image of reality that it may 

claim to present as in the reality of the image that it projects. The 

image of reality in terms of our comprehension is constantly chang-

ing, and can therefore hardly be a reliable norm for judging the 

validity of a work of art. It is in this sense that all theoretical 

attempts to intepret trends in art in terms of scientific advance are 

futile and vi t iating. 
13 

Nor does the conscious elimination of cognizable forms necessarily 

lead to the creation of the real image. For what may claim to be 

"abstract" in terms of phenomenon as seen by the naked eye may 

very well turn out to be "representational" in terms of what the 

microscope sees. And there is no reason to believe that the 

picture of cellular formations or that of micro-organisms is essential

ly more fascinating than the depiction of the luxuriance of a 

landscape or the features of a -man. The reality of the image in art 

derives from the same function 'as that of reality itself, i.e., to bring 

into being that which is not from elements which are. It is the 

organization of form by · the nucleus of the artist' s creative genius 

from the soma of his experience. 

The image creates its own technique and flowers in its own style. 

It is in this sense that a smudge may be the product of plastic 

necessity and not the result of tawdry handling, or an "efficiently" 

laid patch of colour the result of sterility · and not talent. So does 

"sophistication" in style become a mannerism when bereft of inn.er 

motivation and "naivette" mirror d{e true face of experience when 

not inhibited by formality. The real struggle of the artist therefore 

lies in "un~arning" tradition as much as avoiding the pitfalls of 

extant modes. It is only then that the incipient image directs him 

towards acquiring the rudiments of a style and a technique. 

Among the few painters in the post-war years who could be said 

to be the precursors of a true contemporary awareness in Indian art 

are Husain, Raza, Gaitonde, Newton Souza and Ram Kumar. Husain 

is very much "Indian" in the sense that both his "themes" and the 

elements of his style may be traced to the soil. Yet he is not 

"representing" Indian reality when he paints our village folk, and 

his style does not become derivative of the traditional because it 

echoes Indian folk art and classical sculpture. Rather, the artist brings 

his awareness to the life around him as to the heritage of the past, 

and compounds a vision out of this encounter which is unique and 

evocative. It carries a nostalgia for the ageless majesty of the 

images in stone that have lived through the centuries ,and palpitates 

with a lyricism born out of a loving rapport with · the Indian 

countryside. The great and significant difference between the 
Bengal School painters, Jamini Roy and the practitioners of "Indian" 

cubism (imposition of geometric distortion on traditional modes) 

on the one hand and Husain on the other is this: while the former 

were searching for stylist ie roots in either Indian traditions or in 

Innovations in European art, the roots of Husain's art lie in his own 

personality. Even more than Shergil, who was much too deriva

tive of Gauguin and Modigliani, and Rabindranath Tagore, who 

discovered rather late that his true self found expression only in 

his paintings, Husain represents the true contemporary genius of 
the preceding decades. 

The post-war period has been a period of effervescence in Indian 

art. It was at this time that a group of painters who styled them

selves as Progressive painters launched a movement in Bombay and 

started questioning hitherto accepted norms and values. Such 
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painters as Husai n, Raza, Gaitonde, Kris han Khanna, Padamse and 

Samant were active in the movem ent and it helped in ge nerating 
an atmosphere of experimentation and research. 

Th e sign ificance of the ir cont ribution in bringing abou t a new 
awareness cannot be underest imated, though the group eventually 
disintegrated and many of its former members now work abroad . 

The leading members of t his group can be said to be the harb.ingers 

of the modern movement in India. 

This was also a period of a new social awareness among many 
Indian painters. The pastoral theme was being given up fo r more 
immediate and press ing subjects. The misery of the toiling peasant, 
the poverty of the working classes and the horror of the Partition 

became recurring themes. A kind of social reali sm gripped the 
artist, and fi nding traditional styles no longer fit to serve his pur-

pose, he opened himself up to foreign influences. Picassoesque 
distortions became common. One painter, Satish Gujral, was taken 
up by the powerful realism of the Mexican School. However, it is 
those who, in the changing complex of t he social reality, strove for 
a personal truth and a personal idiom that stand out as the signifi-

cant painters of the period . 

It is necessary here to mention a pai nter who was neither a tradi

tionali st nor a " modernist" like those who freely adopted European 
styles: Sailoz Mukherjea. Forgot ten by his colle agues and buried 
by the critics in the excitement of the post-war upsurge, Sailoz yet 

stands out as a unique phenomenon. He can neither be classed 
with the Bengal School or the Shantiniketan painters, nor with 
painters li ke Bendre, Hebber, Chavda and others who adopted 
" cubism" to native styles and gave birth to a hybrid manner which 
had such a baneful in fluence in t he postBengal School period. 
Sailoz had an innate sense of colour which made people compare 
him with Mati sse and there was a poetry in his soul which unpre

tentiously burst out in lyrical lin es over the beauty of the Indian 
countryside. He rejected t be rigidity of the Bengal School style as 
also of academic realism and di scovered a free flowing line which 

suited his needs. So also did he reject the wash technique for a 

spontaneous use of colour. Without bothering to entangle himself 
in the vast stylistiC complex of the European movement, he painted 
in a simple, direct manner which had the rare charm of sincerity. 
Left by the wayside in the post-war upsurge, he refused to bring 
himself " up to date" by changing over to more fashionable manners 

like many of his contemporaries, and shunning the rat-race and the 
society of sycophants, he died a recluse. While he may not be 
considered a major Indian painter, some of his landscapes wi II live 
even after many of hi s better-known contemporaries are forgotten . 

Among the painters who emerged with strong personali t ies and 
could compound a personal styl e from the sea of influences which 
burst upon the Indian scene after the War and independence, are 
Raza, Newton Souza and Ram Kumar. Raza's haunting landscapes 
are depopulated cities of congealed memory, glowing and flashing 
from dark recesses in vibrant colours, asserting the immutability 
of life in its passage through time. Souza, while strongly influenced 
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by Picasso, yet induces a rare si ncerity into his grotesque figures, 
which take the ir birth in time as a reflection' on the social milieu 
but are transported by the geniu s of the artist into the ageless 
world of art . Ram Kumar, a painter born and brought up in the 
city, working without the doubtful benefit of an art school educa
tion, was moved to portray the empty drudgery of the life around 

him with a childlike directness, which was as fruitful for the deve
lopment of his personality as it was "awkward" in style. A rare 
melancholy pervades the lanes and bUildings of his city as also the 

lost souls who populate it, and the painter's profound sympathy for 
humanity brings individuality even to those who are inextricably 
caught in the daily mill. 

However, even these painters cannot be said to have made any 
serious dent on the eclectic attitude that grips the Indian art world . 
Opportunities abroad drew many of them away from the need to 
struggle against resident reaction, and in the absence of contro
versy and clash of ideas, philistinism has been ruling the roost. 

It is in this background that three years back some younger artists 
got together and styled themselves as the Group 1890. Th e group 
was perhaps the first of its kind in the country in the sense that it 
accepted the human situation as indivisible. The artists were com
mitted to stand by their work and not compatibility. It intended 
to work for the generation of a movement which wou Id bring about 
a change in attitudes and visualized a situation where real contro
versy, experimentation, self-questioning and the spirit of adventure 

2.Uld prevail. 

The pressin~ need in Indian art" today is for many more such groups 
to create an atmosphere where artists seek conviction through the 
tortuous path of self-doubt ra"ther than through social adulation 

and recognition by the Establishment . It is not for nothing that 
Cezanne threw many of his canvases into the gutter or Van Gogh 
suffered the agonies of self-torture, or, for that matter, Sailoz died 
the death of a recluse. The burden of the past is so great and its 

tentacles so strong that the birth of the new is sometimes suspect 
even to the mind that creates it. It is the artist's lot to suffer In 
his struggle for uninhibited expression . ../'" X X 
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