
Reminiscences and Reflections

Early one morning S# dropped by with Mrs. 0. And her young 

daughter. Mrs. 0. was German but stayed in Italy. She had tbs 

airs of a sphinx and the sound of an oracle. Could have been a 

table turning theosophist at one time who called and conversed 

with the ghosts of old celebrities. In any case Mrs. 0. was a 

know-all. She had something to say on everything.

But her daughter was pretty; had dark hair and light-brown 

eyes that moved uneasily like that of a hunted rabbit. To put 

her at ease I asked her whether she enjoyed being in this country 

and what her main interests were. She opened her mouth to answer

but her imperious mother would not let her. For she knew them

better. She hopes to go to Heidelberg, her mother said, to study 

classical languages. Greek, Latin, then Sanskrit. Then Philoso

phy and Religion. The girl sat with an amused smile,^uch benign 

sufferance is rare in young people these days. May be it was not 

so benign underneath. She was probably thinking what she would 

do with her over-solicitous and protective mum when she found her 

feet. Put her in a home? Or shut her in a kennel?

Mrs. Know-all had decided views on everything. She had seen

some art shows in C. Also met some artists. She thought that the 

artists here took great liberties with the appearance of things. 

Did they learn drawing in this country? She has no quarrel with 

liberties so long as those who took them had gone through the 

academic grind. She could therefore suffer Picasso for all his 

crazy antics. It is that early grind that gives his work 

credibility.



2

Indeed. She had probably got all that from the art column 

of some weekend newspaper.

Mrs, 0. then added that she was sure that the scene was 

rolling back to representation. Balthus had told her. 'Do 

you know Balthus*? She asked S. He lived on the same street 

as her. In his painting which mostly features women he is now 

trying to express a pure, etherial kind of beauty. ’Even in the 

painting where an adult woman holds an adolescent nude on her 

lap and fingers her like a mandolin?1 asks S. Though he agreed 

that his work had a kind of irresistible erotic power. She 

looked outraged.

But coming to her point I wondered whether she was all

that correct. The academic drawing she was talking about came

up with the kind of painting that ruled the roost in European

t
society for nearly four hundred years. Now it was all passe . 

Whatever the modern European might think art has been there for 

infinitely longer. And Europe was not the whole world. Different 

kinds of art ha4 different disciplines, approaches, angles of 

perception. Even the Greeks and the Romans, those role models 

of the Renaissance, did not go through the same exercises. The 

others certainly did not. Nor had the same intentions. Did 

the artist from Altamira go to an art school? Learn anatomy?

Go round with a sketchbook? But his drawings are no less true 

or dynamic. Nor did our sculptors and painters tread the same 

path. In each part of the world artists respond to what they see 

or feel in their own ways. And make their own kind of statements. 

Even the strengths of her Picasso came out of his overriding his
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academic preconcepts and seeking alternatives. She was old 

enough to know that; since then,numerous artists have been 

doing that on her own familiar scene.

A sketch is part of this groping around. It records 

something that happens between the artist and the object.

Now closer to the artist, now closer to the object, but still 

hanging in the tension inbetween. Or the memory or recall of 

that tension. A composite of lines, ^scratches, smears, swabs 

and dots that recreates an object, it learns its rhythms in the 

process. And becomes an object by itself. The artist sometimes 

keeps it to the essentials; other times he dresses it up and 

makes it play a role. Set sail a narrative. And take one to 

new shores of experience. This uncovers new images. So this 

ceaseless doodling; the unravelling of what is , then its re- 

knitting into novel composites.

An eye deceiving image has its own kind of attraction. But
i

is it more real than, say, signatory images? Putting Stubbs 

horses side by side with the horses of Han painters of China 

you are left to wonder which is more real. Each has its own 

kind of reality and po\«r. Each functions at a certain level 

of concomittance. Even the so-called factual images involve a 

personal intervention or editing; special stresses or elisions. 

This accounts for for the otherness of even photographs. They 

present another kind of reality. In special packings and 

flavours. Nor are factual images all of the same kind. At a 

readable distance they are of one kind, but seen from afar or 

under a microscope another. A housefly looks sleek and innocent
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in normal vision but under a microscope it seems a veritable 

monster.

Besides, an eye deceiving image has its own kind of 

limitation. It is body-tied to the object like a Siamese 

twin; only when it delinks and distances itself does it gain 

mobility. To play new roles. Extend itself. Or change identity. 

Nor is an eye-deceiving image the whole truth of thing. Like a 

thing as we see it is not the whole truth of itself. There are 

many aspects of it that we do not see or know. Today we think 

we know its totality, tomorrow a bunch of new details surface 

and show it as partial. So we have to accept that the presence 

of a thing is sensed by various kinds of people through various 

kinds of signals, at various points. And is validated more 

soundly when it is sensed through a variety of signals. This 

calls for constant effort.

Nandalal Bose used to explain this with an interesting 

analogy. He had at one tine come upon a blind streetsinger 

in one of the towns. His name was Kalo. He brought him to 

Santiniketan, got him trained in music and set him up in a 

job in the institution. Kalo moved about the campus freely, 

stick in hand. Clapping his hands from time to time to sense 

whare he was by the echoes. Nandalal used to say artists are 

more or less in the sane predicament; we have eyesight but we 

are blind to a lot of what we see. What impels us to do what we 

do - sketch, paint, sculpt, make images - is the desire to probe 

it afresh and sense it in their echoes. T in  this happens we 

remain blind to it . And are unsure of our location.



5

This may be thought a conceit. But when we notice how we 

get used to what we see day after day and slowly start missing 

it and pass it by and can see it again only when we make a 

special effort, this may bring home the truth. \fe have to woo 

what is in ever new ways to gain its favours. This is as much 

true for the art practitioner as for the common vie*«r.

This is ingrained in the nature of our encounter with things. 

When we first come across things all ever flags are flying and all 

our sensors turned on. When we get to know them and decide their

relations to us we reduce them to codes. We normally inhabit
I

this world of codes. An^,naturally. If  it is a new encounter 

everytime, needing fresh recognition, reaction, reappraisal and 

docketing we could not have progressed at the pace we have, nor
$

amas^d and preserved the enormous body of experience that we have. 

The codes have made this easy. But, for all their usefulness 

these codes can go dead or lose meaning if they are not reconnected 

to primary experiences, or recharged by fresh sensory exposure. Or 

retested in the new circumstances. So this effort has to continue. 

And this has a moral dimension* It emphasises the necessity of 

art.

No one has visualised this in our country^ as well as 

Rabindranath. He was quick to realise that the human personality 

grew in interaction with nature, or the facts around. And its 

size, depth and dynamism had a direct relation to the size, depth 

and dynamism of this interaction. And in a really civilized 

society these interactions had to be pervasive not confined to 

a privileged few. To know oneielf one had to know nature and 

to know nature one had to love nature. Self-knowledge is not
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confined to knowing whatever is held in this body-sack, bone 

and muscle, gene and enzyme and whatever they hold or activate; 

it calls for continuous cross-reference with other facts of 

nature.

To an artist, sketching, drawing or doodling provides 

the grounds for this interaction. Direct, indirect or tangential. 

To represent, to analyse or reconstruct. To fabricate viable 

analogies. To link and reconfigurate these into narratives. 

Moving from seeking contact with a thing to laying around a 

magnetic field involving many.

I presume people of my generation took this seriously. I 

certainly did. So also those elder artists whose company I 

profited from. Artists like Nandalal, Benodebehari or Ramkinkar. 

So to me drawing meant many things and was not confined to mere 

mimicry of appearances or factual representation. It went 

forward to analyse, to recompose and make new statements.

X X  X  X

The urge to be an artist and the ambition to be one is not 

one and the same thing. The former is an indistinct inner push, 

though often irresistible. The latter involves conscious effort 

and targetting. You have the former early in life like a body- 

feeling, which defines your interests, and gives them a cutting 

edge.

Even as a child (in Mahe, North Kerela) I was irresistibly
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drawn to art objects and events without knowing them as such.

I saw the painting and sculpture in temples, temple chariots, 

or houses with great relish, I marvelled at the spectacular 

rigs of ritual dancers, and the painting and paraphernalia of 

ritual worship. The visual magic of the language of Kathakali 

and the gripping fantasia of the travelling theatre kept me 

enthralled. Later as a boy I got drawn to art journals and 

periodicals reproducing art and carrying art information, 

which our town library fortunately subscribed to. Side by 

side, I had a great desire to make thiggs, assemble things, 

devise dioramas. Over this the fascination for all things 

great and small. And that strange feeling of uneasiness they 

stir in the pit of your stomach.

For all this,I did not plan to be an artist till much 

later, when I had already finished school, almost got through 

the college, got embroiled in political activism and found 

myself in gaol. This came about in a strange way. When I 

was studying in college (in Madras, for a degree in Economics) 

some of my drawings and scribbles found their way, through a

friend, to Deviprasad Ray Choudhuri, Principal of the Govt.
h

School of arts, Madras. Impulsive man.be sent for me 

immediately and insisted that the art school was where 1 

needed to be. I was flattered by his attention but took no 

serious notice of his generous offer to take me at whatever 

level I wanted at the school. I was too involved with other 

things. Besides I found the general look and atmosphere of 

the art school distasteful. But this incident left a mark 

on my mind. Pointing to the possibility of my choosing art as 

a vocation if I wanted to.
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I had got to know of Rabindranath and his Santiniketan 

experiment even before I left school. I had also come to know 

about Nandalal and the art scene in Bengal through the issues 

of the Modern Review. While going through one of these which 

reproduced one or two of his drawings, in the town library, an 

artist visitor from France bent over me and said, *1 have been 

to that place, I have met the artist. Great artist. Great 

man*. Such little encounters, exposures, pieces of informa

tion whetted my curiosity about this place and this man. And 

I started to think, that is where I should go to make a beginning.

When circumstances led me there in the end, Rabindranath 

was no more alive. I knew him only through his writings (avail

able in translation) and the writings of others. Like many of 

my generation who looked askance at all established things and 

persons I was no idol worshipper. But many things that he had 

written forced my admiration. And through the years the more I 

have known them the more I have found to admire. Despite heavy 

patches of sentiment, ornate language and certain inconsistencies 

here and there.

But Nandalal was there. While Rabindranath reportedly 

overwhelmed everyone by his appearance, driving some to blind 

admiration and others to distrust, Nandalal did not. He was 

short, dark, unstriking. He dressed simply and was completely 

devoid of airs. He looked like anyone else. He knew this and 

accepted it in good humour. Often, while sitting alone on the 

wall-seat of the verandah of the school people mistook him for 

an attendant. And he encouraged this with a smile. There is 

also a story that when he hit the headlines in the press for
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his extraordinary work in the Faizpur Congress and Gandhiji's 

superlative praise brought his name before the public, and
'JW

crowds of people thronged to get a glimpse of hi$ before his 

hut, he prevailed upon one of his handsome Panjabi students 

to lie on a cot outside and had him pointed out as the artist* 

This made everyone happy; they all left saying that the artist 

was as impressive in his looks as in his work. He is supposed 

to have said later, *that saved me from a great embarassnsnt; 

if they knew I was the artist they would have been greatly 

disappointed*.

What he lacked in looks Nandalal made up in temperament.

%  was work-engrossed, broad-minded, affectionate. He had 

a sharp mind and keen sense of humour. Hs had no sense of 

hierarchy and mixed easily with all kinds of people. He was 

non-combatative and this disarmed all his adversaries. Although 

he effected a distinct ehangtin the nature of art education 

in India he made no claims to it .

But he did try to devise a broad-based alternative to 

the academic canon. Some of us who were, so to say, post

academic in attitude could feel it . We did not want to be 

restrained by the standard art school orientation, that gave 

more iaportante to streamlined competence than to creativity; 

and whose perspectives and workshop practices isolated one 

from the art panorama around. We wanted to break out in what

ever direction >« wanted and seek cultural inputs of our own 

choosing.

Nandalal*s outlook had room for such a plurality. The only
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steady reference would be to nature or the life content. So 

exposure to natural facts, the study and analysis of natural 

forms and their cycle of growth and change from various angles 

of vision assumed great prominence. And became very nearly an 

obsession.

Here was a studio without walls. There was no cast room, 

potted plants, stuffed animals and birds. No life room or lay 

figures. But only the bare landscape around with its flora and 

fauna. The scrawny palms, the pebbly earth, the re^dy grasses, 

"the midget goat, the puny cattle, pigs and dogs. Then a variety 

of local birds. In this spare environment, each of these seemed 

an icon by itself. This pantheon of natural forms compelled the 

attention of both master and novice.

Nandalal rarely sat down and sketched from a spot. But he 

made small notes or scribbles. From what ve know from his little 

statements he was not looking for the specific fact as its inner 

armature. Or its bone structure (as mentioned in Hseih Ho*s 

principles). Then he sat back and built them whole, putting in 

whatever detail he had gathered by constant observation. Like 

making diverse musical improvisations from a single notational 

structure.

Nandalal's method suited Benodebehari too, if only because 

of his eyesight, which was highly myopic. Ramkinkar sketched 

from nature, but he read a motif into it , reconciling vision 

and design. So their studies were in a sense complete wherever 

they left. And each stage was an incentive to another encounter.

I have been to sose extent affected by this. All ray drawings
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and studies of landscape, bird or animal, of places visited or 

persons seen are all reconstructed in the studio from things 

remembered and little mnemonic notes, I have also been affect

ed by their habit of sketching on small cards they kept in their 

pockets. Little leaflets of reminiscence. Of things seen or 

imagined. Or projected fantasies. Which are given as gifts 

to others on occasions, with an inscription or greeting,

Nandalal was a compulsive sketcher. He carried cards, ink, 

brush and rags in a small bag wherever he went. A restless man 

he turned out little sketches one after another, almost like a 

holyman told his heads. Probably for the same reason. To get 

over his restlessness. And to keep his main preoccupation alive. 

I too get driven by such a restlessness and go through this 

diversion. My sketches and doodles do not always have a pointed 

object referenoe. They are inmates of the mind's menagerie 

choreographed in various ways. So they move from mime to cari

cature, Then to burlesque and fantasy. And undergo various 

me t amor phose s,

This change of stress, crossing of borders mixing up images 

and making them multilingual and ambivalent comes also from my 

interest in the larger art spectrum. Not just the workshop 

methods and manners and iconographies of the professionals and 

the adept. But also the surprising tours de force of people with 

lesser skills or range of repertory. Like craftsmen and non

professionals, And the surprising life content of their work. 

Despite the simplicity of statement. Even doubts, Erudites 

and looseendedness.
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The simple drawings of the Bengali feminine type in the 

Kalighat pats have a sort of vitality and trutk that one misses 

in the highly crafted oils of Hemen Majumdar. Many south Indian 

glass paintings seem more lively and authentic than the celebrated 

paintings of Ravi Varma. The great fascination of many of the 

early modern artists for the so-called primitives within and 

outside their traditions came from this realisation, that some

times less can do more* Also open new avenues of expression*

There are many instances in the neolithic arts or the art 

of the early agricultural societies where overlapping of figural 

and functional arts lead to a certain conciseness of formal state

ment, and from there to a kind of artistic shorthand or calligraphy. 

Whose units later become the building blocks of larger visualisations 

or narratives. This is at the bottom of the apparent ease with 

which traditional artisans or artisan groups execute intricate 

concepts and imbed them with lively and amusing details*

This had cone to my notice ^uch before I had chosen art as a 

vocation. Coomaraswamy's ‘Mediaeval Sinhalese Art* which I 

discovered when I was in college was an eye opener. It made me 

link my random observations into a connected picture. Showing how 

various levels of practice can interlink into a larger language 

spectrum. Despite individual differences in character and strength 

of charge. And how each had its own uniqueness and speciality, its 

own kind of expression, that could instruct others but not replace 

them. So I could see why, after having gained the facility to 

draw like Raphael at sixteen, Picasso longed, when he was sixty, 

to draw like a child. Each had different things to offer, to both 

artist and viewer.
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Picasso is no more fashionable, though at one time he 

monopolised the scene. Probably for the wrong reason^— 

his bravado and irreverence, his constant changing of roles, 

his machismo and erotic ebullience, and paradoxical and mis

leading statements about his artistic intentions. But he was 

soon sidelined and pushed off the mainstream. And academicised 

by his admirers. But of all the artists of his time he was 

the only person who tried to draw resource from history in a 

fundamental way, who tested the validity of many old conven

tions and attempted to improvise new. Even extend the horizons 

of drawing and sculpture, hopping from the simple to the complex, 

and back, with enormous ease. It may be that he tripped badly 

sometimes and made serious mistakes. But a seasoned acrobat, 

he soon bounced back into reckoning and continued to extend 

the perspectives all the same.

I also discovered Rabindranath’s drawing about this tine, 

through two slender publications of the Visva-Bharati. Their 

general reception should have been mixed. To many they were 

the harmless pastime of a world renowned writer. But on some 

they had a different impact; especially on new aspirants like 

me. Thls^ inborn compulsive tracery of lines that grew round 

a form or built or ensnared one had a gripping presence. Forms 

with no direct object corelates,; but nevertheless held distinct 

echoes or innuendoes of things around. Like those real but 

indefinite shadow forms that crowd one*s mind*s corridors.

And,so are more tantalising than bare reality.

Realism has been a much professed objecti^ amongst artists,
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especially eye-deceiving realism. Even our old treatises 

mention it , though their notion of reality may not be the

same as those of western thinkers, for many of whom it meant

a close representation or replication of what one saw. So 

Leonardo went on to say that an artist competes with nature.

Which really is a losing game. With all our talents and 

skills there is very little of it we can fabricate to perfection.

Even as small a thing as a worm or an insect. Unless we become

part of it , work with its building blocks and follow its own

laws (like a gardener or bio-technologist). But the artist’s 

challenge lies elsewhere. It lies in the endless ground 

between the seen image and its interpretation. And the variations, 

elaborations and overgrowths that occur in this interspace.

True Leonardo said various other things. That painting is 

a science, true-born child of nature. He also recommended dood

ling as a way to discover the inner rhythms of objects and their 

interrelations. Also the connection between the object and the 

image and the underlying principles. He was a scientist amongst 

artists and, there, far ahead of his times.

But how much of the reality of an image is factual or fanta

sised? Is it something out there or something we trump up to 

signify it? Renoir remarks somewhere that though he admires 

Leonardo’s scientific drawings he finds his painting a bore.

Too sentimental. Even false. It may be he was unjust. For 

even a factually real tromp d'oeil image is to an extent false 

and involves a personal intervention. And some change in emphasis. 

This accounts for the measure of strangeness even in straight-forward
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photographs. Despite their holding an unedited inventory of 

things* The media uses this strangeness or difference to 

romanticise, distort, underplay or exaggerate the look and 

content of objects and events. They even extract an eroticism 

from the commonplace by audacious focussing and juxtapositions.

So the sense of reality of an image is not confined to its con

comitance to facts but their re-presentation. At various levels.

This is why the line drawing of a horse seems more dynamic 

than a seen horse or its elaborately painted image. Why the Van 

Gogh portrait of Dr. Gachet is more gripping than his photograph.

Why the drawings of Hokusai or Sharaku, for all their stylisations 

and deviations from reality pulsate with a special kind of life.

Why the clothed women of Harunobu or Utamaro are more erotic than 

most candid nudes. Nor can one deny that some of the graffiti of 

the untutored and drawings of children have their own kind of 

truth and povjer . Recent developments in art have demonstrated 

that an intelligent response to these can change our work horizons.

This multiplicity in both perception and expression is natural 

to us. In our normal perception we go from the known to the unknown. 

In this passage we apprehend the similarities and dissimilarities 

of things, compare experiences and then identify things. In scien

tific and pragmatic vision once the identification is done the 

intermediate readings get wiped out. But not in art or our creative 

imagination. Here each reading or misreading has an emotional value. 

And together they make a large body of image composites, forming 

visual metaphors, figures of speech and figures of thought. Which 

form a large part of the matrix of creati-te expression and give it 

its basic vitality.
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The passage from the familiar to the unfamiliar, the seen 

to the unseen, from the actual to the probable and the sense of 

wonder that comes from this is inbuilt in our perceptual process; 

we have to grope before we find and in the process make many 

delightful and often enriching cross-connections. If  in the 

name of scientific truth we do not overlook or expurgate them.

In fact even in the field of science some of these once rejected 

comparisons can lead to new discoveries. In any case,this process 

is inescapable; as also the excitement and the enrichment it 

results in*

To us often one thing looks like another. A five cornered 

leaf looks like an open palm. A new-born baby*s toes and fingers 

resemble tender leaf-sprouts. A Chinese yellow monkey in the 

zoo looks so much like Chou-En-Lai; the Malabar lion-monkey scowls 

like a Kerala patriarch - some human faces look bovine, some 

feline; the gaits of some people are heavy and pachydermal; while 

those of some others as light as an antelopes.

This happens to all*

But readings and comparisons vary according to previous 

experiences, exposures, environments and antecedents. Certain 

things that look normal to the familiar^ to- the unfamiliar seem 

unusual and strange.

X  X  X  x

Riding into London by train from Tilbury docks, during my 

first visit to England (more than fifty years ago) what struck
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my eyes was the hands of people. Swollen, shapeless, wrinkled, 

chapped, cadaverous hands. The strangeness came probably from 

the fact that they nere all so white. Some reddish white, some 

bluish white, some freekled, some veiny. They were so unlike 

the clean-cut bong hands you see in a trophical country especially 

among the rural folk. Another thing that caught my eyes was those 

bizarre double images of human faces in the double-glazed windows 

of the tube train - as ambivalent and disturbing as the heads in 

the paintings of Francis Bacon. Seemingly smashed up or misbegotten.

Later, in the life room of the Slade School of Art many of the 

models seemed equally strange; they had fat calves and swollen 

ankles and saggy behinds. The more elegantly proportioned and well- 

built models were either Italians or Africans. Though a Goanese 

girl was everyone's favourite as the shape of her neck, wrists and 

ankles were so chiselled and clear. The models behaved differently 

too, depending or what they were used to. The older ones wanted to 

strike heroic poses and called for sticks and stools to lean upon.

The younger were content to lay their bodies on a sofa like Manet's 

•Olympia* or sit in a chair like 'Madame Cezanne'.

But tastes and preferences are not the same person to person, 

certainly people to people. I thought that thin and chiselled 

noses of certain Anglo-saxons were beautiful but a Sudanese friend 

of mine thought them horrid. Sharp like a penknife, he used to 

cry, if you went too near they could slash your face. He preferred 

a nose that was softer and more handful. He also found many anglo- 

saxon mouths lipless, eyes rimless. Ah yes, he used to concede, the 

adolescents have it all, but only for a short while. And at the best
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of times their hips were as flat as dinner plates.

I an sure the anglo-saxons find the body traits of other 

ethnic groups equally strange and curious.

When I went to the Slade School in the mid-fifties, it was 

largely a drawing school. One of the previous Slade professors, 

Henry Tonks, originally a medical man, probably brought in this 

emphasis. His own pencil drawings, whose framed examples were 

seen on the walls of the school, were striking through limited.

Many followed his measured, analytic, unemotional attitude.

Even William Coldstream, the then Slade professor, who had the 

makings of a good painter was cramped by this. This pale, pint- 

sized, highly civilized man jihad broad interests, knew the global 

scene well and discussed works with understanding but his own 

paintings were too prim and calculated. For all their correct 

drawing and diaphanous colour. It could be that I was limited 

in my responses. Coming from another culture where I was used 

to loud statements and dramatic excesses^ my palate could not 

perhaps respond to such cultivated blandness.

But major reconsiderations had been afoot on the mainland of 

Europe for over half a century. A lot of it came from the artists*

exposure to the art of museums. And the effort to explain it to

themselves. Even though it hurt the egofs of some to accept this 

readily. German painting was effected by the graphic conventions 

of the Orient. Exposure to Japanese Ukiyoa prints made a decisive 

impact on ths painting methods and vision of many Parisian artists. 

Exposure to African and Oceanic art too altered the notions of 

many. All these and other exposures changed their attitude to

drawing, use of colour, e ^ n  the nature and functions of art. But
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this island culture was only marginally affected. At least in 

the academic strongholds.

But outside of these the British painters were changing. They 

were taking liberties. And making noticeable, be it half-hearted, 

essays into abstraction. Some based on the images of urban and

sub-urban life , as the works of artists grouped under the ash can
h

and kitchen sink $chools. Others were based on local landscape 

or seascape. There were also a few who made sorties into non

objectivity. All the sane, a number of them thought in terms of

a distinctly British art. One of their renowned art critics 

supported the idea, and even went as far as to underline this 

distinction by saying that like (in Kipling's words) the East and 

West are irrecoacilable in many ways, there is also a sharp divide 

between the north and the south. But this did not last long. Two 

exhibitions of contemporary American Art in the mid-fifties made a 

big impact on the younger artists and shook them out of their

complacency. But the British sculptors of that time were more out

going and innovative and for the next two decades were more noticed 

and discussed.

But in the Slade School there %ere some exceptions in the visiting 

faculty. Victor Pasmore a highly sensitive artist had no such hang

ups. Or Ceri Hichards, a polyglot Welshman, who had an eye for 

things beyond the channel, even much beyond. He confessed to an 

interest in Eastern art and a desire to travel to the East. A close 

friend of Dylan Thomas (who had died not so long ago), he was busy 

then making a portfolio of prints to commemorate him. When he knew 

that I appreciated Dylan Thomas's poems we had something additional 

to talk about.
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For all this,ay time at the Slade was rewarding in various 

ways. It encouraged me to think afresh about drawing. A series 

of lectures by Prof, Ernest Gombrich that lined up certain master 

draughtsman of Europe and tried to explain the progressive shifts 

in thfeir attitudes and intentions also helped. He projected a 

theory that all of them inherited a schema from their predece

ssors which they extended or added to. Which then became the 

schema or starting point for their successors. Resulting in a 

kind of on-going chain reaction. Fortunately he stopped with 

Picasso; if he had continued further he would have found it hard 

to push it forward.

The concept of schema, howe^r, seeaed promising to me in an 

entirely different context. All kinds of art, all methods of 

drawing had a basic concept within them, which you could call a 

schema; this the artists tried to elaborate or extend. Our 

perceptive mechanism may also be taken to work on the same lines, 

moving from the general to the particular, or from basic schema 

to differentiation. Each way of seeing and expression had there

fore a certain schematic infrastructure which outlined their limi

tations and possibilities. And indicated the points where they 

could gainfully meet and interact.

This sent me to the museums. The museums of Europe do manage 

to present a fairly large picture of the global art scene * besides, 

at that time, I was more interested in the scene that was, parti

cularly the scene that preceded the European renaissance. This 

you could get to know only in the museums. And the surviving 

monuments.
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The attitude of modern artists to museums has always been 

ambivalent. Probably because of their claims to reject the past 

and make a new beginning. So some called them necropolises of 

art (like Pissarro). Some wanted to burn them down (like

I*Marinetti). Some let them be; Monet visited the Musee de Mouvre, 

we are told, to look out of its windows. But others like Manet, 

Renoir or Cezanne acknowledged their value; Renoir went as far as 

to say that one learnt to paint in the museum rather than before 

nature. All of them doubtless exaggerated. Those who wanted to 

dismantle or burn the museum probably longed secretly for a place 

within them. Those who warned against their pernicious influence 

knew that no serious artist of our time would succumb to the past. 

Even those who valued the museums never meant to surrender their 

individualities and disavow their ties to their age and environment.

In truth, museums are where you see yourself better in the midst 

of the rest. Where you get acquainted with diverse attitudes and 

approaches and try to understand the specialities of each. Talking 

about drawing - seeing the drawings of European artists from 

Pisanello to Picasso, or those on Egyptian papyri and Etruscan 

engraved mirrors or those of the Persian and Mughal masters, the 

great painters of Tang and Sung China, or the screen painters and 

Ukiyoe artists of Japan, or further still, the bark painters of 

Australia you went through an enormous keyboard. They pointed to 

various shades of perception and the various responses they 

elicited. And led you into the secret of their basic infrastructure. 

Then indicated a whole line of untried possibilities. And with .this 

unlocked new horizons.
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I was not too taken up with postrenaissance European art from 

quatrocento to novocento because of limitations in my suscepti

bilities and temperamental predispositions. Also because its 

norms and postulates v^re being called to question by its own 

direct heirs. The horizons had changed. The great illusionistic 

leap-forward had crossed many hurdles and achieved its targets. 

Illusion making had become an industry and there were many 

illusion making devices that made it seem facile. Besides even 

in its hey day it was not the bravado of illusion making that 

most artists found satisfaction in. But a statement beyond. 

Something that it carried in excess of itself.

Something it alluded to.

So it is not just the information that a museum provides

OJ
that an artist profits from but the impetus ^n acquaintance with 

various works provides. An impetus to review one’s own position. 

See it better, feel around it. Extend it.

And this is immediate.

Information takes time to settle in. Museum objects come 

from different places and times. They were made by people of 

different cultures. They fulfilled different functions and carried 

different meanings. The efforts of archaeologists, historians and 

others can probably spell these out to an extent and put them in 

their perspectiw. But even after all this there will be some 

distance between them and us. Like there is between us and the 

different cultural facts^, and expressions within our own intimate 

fcilieu. This is not to say that knowing the background of a work 

is unrewarding or unnecessary for its understanding. But response 

ta another thing. It is like a sudden infatuation. Which does not
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wait to know the name and address of the thing involved. It 

comes from a call or need within. From where you are. It 

catalyses, in a sense, your discovery of yourself.

So the exposure to the art of the world threw me back on 

myself and my environment.

X X X  X

When ten years later I happened to be in USA for about a 

year I was face to face with another situation.

Here was a big congregation of people who had come from 

various lands. Often from dissimilar backgrounds. Whose 

history on its soil was never longer than three to four hundred 

years. Except for those original inhabitants who had been 

decimated or pushed into reservations.

When they first moved to this country they probably carried 

with them some relics of their original culture which soon 

started fraying or losing colour. Pipe-lining them from the lands 

of their origin did not work for long. Partly because, by common 

effort, they had raised the material status of their continent 

level with those of the countries they left; even surpassed them 

in many ways. They could now play host to whoever they wanted.

And were looking for a cultural identity of their own. Not by 

snapping old ties but picking and choosing and reshaping them 

for their own purposes.

Three centuries of effort at working up a' virgin land into a
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stronghold of prosperity and power had made them pragmatic and 

purposeful. They had a technology for everything, that identi

fied the needs, decided the means, fixed targets of achievement 

and directions for further growth. This led them to a factoral 

analysis of everything; whsn the factors were identified they 

could be reconfigurated and deployed for new results. This may 

have at times reduced the dimensions of the objectives or frag

mented them. Even made them lose the intended track. But this 

approach had worldwide impact.

Although for a while they vere tied to European continent 

on cultural matters, they saw no reason why they should accept 

everything that came from there without question. Even the 

European specialists who cane and settled in the country found 

there a congenial field for forward thinking. Besides the 

various settler groups in the land had their own spheres of 

interests and angles of vision. And amongst these were those 

people of African origin who were brought to the country as 

slaves but later, after a civil war, given their rights to be 

free citizens. Disadvantaged though they still are to some 

extent they have become a big cultural influence. In music and 

dance, in attitudes and entertainment. Their explosive energy 

and .joie de vivre has made inroads into the behavioural 

pattern of even the more conservative European immigrants and 

challenged their old mores. Besides,for all its economic 

inequalities American society was a classless society, where 

elitism did not have a steady ground to stand on. If it had at 

any time, it was losing it fast. So there was no clear dividing 

line between high art and low art; they fed on each other. There
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was also a blurring of borders between the high-brow and ti*_ low

brow.

Though the Armoury Show was a great event and it made a 

big impact on the American art scene, the American reaction 

had special features. They wanted to understand the nature and 

rationale of the new art, even break each object or event into 

its building blocks. Then decide their deployment in their 

brave new world. And not objects and events alone but also 

the methods and intentions of the practitioners and the various 

shades of public response and their predications. This led them 

into piecemeal explorations of each sector, focussing on a single 

functions or concept. This in turn affected the European scene.

The Op, Pop, Minimal and Deco experiments are different 

from European abstraction. They are by intention objective, 

the fabrication of proactive, articulate objects, based on one*s 

knowledge of our habits of perception and response. The latter 

was largely subjective and personal. These explorations led 

them into various antics, some laughable, some illuminating.

But their explorations into the nature of communication was 

more far reaching. In a country whose patterns of growth gave 

a big role to organized communication this was inevitable. They 

tried out various ways of reaching out to people and catching 

and sustaining their interest; entertaining them and implement

ing messages. Presenting truth or covering it up; dressing it 

up to make it more attractive;or distorting it to induce revul

sion. Or making a trumped-up substitute to cover its absence.

All this made a big impact on the art and cultural scene. 

Planned and self-conscious art withdrew into various specialist
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enclosures; where it was taken up with the term^of practice, its 

components, motivations, history, psychology and the rest. But 

they were all subject to the pressures of a fast moving consumer 

society and since art was not an essential consumable like food 

and drink it had to make special efforts to sell itself. The 

consumer had to be surrounded and compelled to take notice; his 

mind had to be massaged. For this each one devised his or her 

own kind of artifice.

So it was a delightfully mixed up scene. A kind of fun 

place, an art fiesta. I was particularly struck by its playful

ness.

At the same time I was struck by the fact that like the 

pressures of a far-flung consumer society did not give a 

harassed consumer the time or the chance to think of his real 

needs, the artist viewer nexus it tried to foster bypassed the 

real neoessity of art - which is to keep the perceptions and 

creativity of both the artist and the viewer alive, by inveigling 

them into direct confrontation with their natural and human 

environment and the sense of concern and excitement this provides. 

For this the society had to encourage activities in the general 

public that would keep awake?and key up ;t heir responses and not 

leave them to be passive recipients.

There was some effort in th!| direction in that land, at that 

time. There was a widespread artist craftsman*s movement; an 

attempt to to despecialise writing, even encourage creativity 

amongst the untutored. But this did not last long. The consumer



27

society is an Island of Circe. It subdues and debases opposition, 

by offering various blandishments. The artist's craftsmen's 

movement which wanted to add a new dimension to personal creativity 

relapsed into producing funk art, mixing pastiche and parody. Art 

again became too artificial. Direct responses to things around 

were interfered with through media intrusions. Prosperity, poverty, 

war, natural calamities, all, were packaged spectacles which, even 

if they sometimes managed to rouse the viewers' conscience, did not 

go to touch their hearts. So they could be conditioned to watch 

a war on the TV screen as if it was a game of chess.

In the last thirty years many of the issues that this situation 

raises have been discussed from various angles and viewpoints; and 

form the main body of the literature of postmodernism. Post

modernist reaction is ingrained in the modernist attitude, one 

essential feature of which is the review of its antecedents. It is 

only natural that it too will be subjected to such review . Some 

of these go to the roots, some go round the details, but each one re

examines its ways and postulates, flow real is reality? How rational? 

Can it have many readings or narratives? And if so is it subject to 

a larger metanarrative? Is there a preordained seriality in human 

progress®# and, if there is, is it the same for all? To many, 

various developments on the cultural scene seemed to have undermined 

the presence of one. Then what fixes the standards? Another 

metanarrative or comprehensive field-plan? Or do we accept a 

pluralistic approach and multiplicity of standards? Since our sense 

of reality comes through our sensory readings,,are all our expressions 

language games, m®re taken up with their internal rules rather than 

external referrants? Are the pressures exerted by the present day
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W m m m A . society inescapable? Is it possible to devise a 

strategy to contain them or civilize them?

People of various persuasions have answers to these. Some

have explanations more than answers. Some of these are touched

with hope, others with despair. And much of the discussion is 

coloured by the tendency in the west to think in terms of 

implacable absolutes.

But in this world of ours most things are relative. There

is a reality of which we are all part; but our pictures of it

are limited by our readings and there are many such readings. So 

the scene cannot be the same for all. Reason is an essential 

part of our learning process; but instinct and intuition too 

have an equal place in it . A large part of our knowledge is the 

result of their spasmodic leaps not laboured ratiocination. Though 

we use reason later to check its validity. So one does not dis- 

place tltto other. All our expressions are part transparent and 

part opaque; while they refer to things, they are also things 

by themselves. They carry a message or burden but in the final 

count they try to express the inexpressible through various 

devious signals. And this is where the excitement lies. No 

artist or his expression is entirely autonomous; they function 

in, and are read against, a given context. And these contexts

may not be one and the same. But to effect a living connection
bKtn'V

between the expression and the response, and let tritiMpNB enrich 

each other, they need to have a kind of parity in character and 

content.

Many of the questions we face today are related to their

28
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disparity. For long years art has been vested with a class 

value; considered exclusive and open only to the privileged.

The notion comes from the fact that at one ti@e art was 

patronised by a cultured minority land practiced by specialist 

professionals in the light of their ideas and tastes. In the 

preindustrial world this was art with the big A; though below 

it there were other arts for other people. But in the 

industrial world these people became the proletariat and had 

no time for arts. And consequently ceased their practice and 

lost their understanding. And what remained was this art with 

the big A. With the opening up of the world and the slow dis

appearance of social barriers, the qualitative differences 

between the upper and lower classes diminished. The upper 

classes collected art more because they had the means to do 

so not because they responded with understanding. This left 

the artist professionals to their own resources. And they 

started saying, with Renoir, that they did not make things for 

all and sundry; only a handful of responsive professionals.

They entered their hot houses; and the public remained passive.

Science and learning too were at one time vested with a 

class value and confined to a few. But now they are open to 

all. We even talk about the necessity of cultivating a scien

tific temperament in the people at large and rescue them from 

their passivity, if we have to accelerate the advancement of 

science. If this is true for science it should be even more 

so for art. But this is rarely discussed and the public remains 

passive. Even though the language of art is progressively becoming
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demotic and using inputs from common life. But framed in a 

special art context, the works move out of the public's reach. 

From a distance the public watches them with amusement. Likjtoe 

they watch chimpanzees in the zoo eat bananas. 'How cute', 

they cry, 'they peel them just like u s '. The act is familiay, 

but the actors are from another species.

One may be led to think that the general atmosphere of 

cynicism that pervades the art scene and leads to those some

times clever, other times clumsy, gestural acts to project or 

debunk an issue or apoof a convention is the result of the 

artist's frustration with this passivity. This hiatus between 

himself and his audience, which forces him into antics that are 

self-indulgent or accessible to only a few compeers.

Why is there no effort to bridge this chasm? To bring 

this public out of its passivity? Partly because art does not 

feature in the major priorities of modern life. Partly because 

it is not easy. As it will entail some drastic changes in the

pattern of our lives to provide room and the freedom„for the7 '
public to engage in various creative activities that will 

enlarge and refine their sensibilities. Or in the words of 

some to create the circumstances that will ensure conviviality.

Real creativity requires this to establish a speaking 

contact with ourselves and our environment. And release our

selves from those pressures inherent in the society we live in 

that make this difficult. And recognize our real needs - that 

will keep us more fully, wake fully human. And realise that
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creativity is inherent in every normal person irrespective of 

class or upbringing like a submerged seed. Which when the 

right wind blows on each with equal bounty will emerge and 

announce itself. Like those rows of easter lilies in the 

month of March. When will this wind blow? When will we be 

uniformely susceptible to its call?

As of now we surely not; and the winds blow differentlyr"*

on different people. There is a story of Han time China. King 

Hsiang of Chou was lounging with two of his courtiers on his 

Orchid Terrace. Then a sudden gust of wind cams sweeping in.

•How delightful*, the king, exclaimed, *1 am sure this is so

with all*. Sung Yu, one of the courtiers said, *No, your majesty,

this wind is just for you. The others cannot ha'we a share in i t . fe 

I have heard from my teacher that the breath of the wind differs 

with the place which it seeks out. It is one to you; it is 

another to others/

Some it exhilerates, some it passes by.

X X  X X

When I was a student in Santiniketan I had a great desire to

visit China and Japan. The Visva-Bharati had some running

contacts with the two countries. In the nineteen twenties 

Rabindranath visited these two countries to explore the 

possibility of establishing in his university a Centre for 

Eastern Studies. His visit was not, in itself, a great success 

as the rulers and the public of both the countries were more
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interested in the technologically advanced nations than their 

traditional neighbours. But he did make an impression on a 

few. And with their help a modest centre came into being.

So there were books on Chinese and Japanese art and culture 

in the library. And a small collection of original works of 

art in the Department of Art.

But such a visit was unthinkable at that time because of 

the disturbed political scenario. Nor did I have the means.

The chance came almost forty years later (in 1985). By then, 

in China, the infamous Gang of Four had gone out of pover. And 

there was a re polarisation of political forces. The bamboo 

curtain was lifted to some extent. And the country wanted to 

reach out to the outside world.

I went as an invitee of the Chinese Artists Association.

On a three week visit, to llok at some of the major art sites 

in China and meet fellow artists. The Chinese Artists1 Asso

ciation vere good hosts. They took me to the places I wanted 

and showed me round. They introduced me to various artists. 

There were some constraints^ but I was still able to get a feel 

of the country and have some idea of the contemporary scene. 

Whether this was the full scene I had no way of knowing. Free 

movement was still not possible. And even if it was my

ignorance of the local language and lack of alternative contacts
-t

will have been great impediments. But *hat despite, it was 

rewarding visit.

It started in P t h e  capital. From there I went to
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Lanchow, onoe a Ming-time town, now a completely rebuilt indus

trial city, faceless and barren. There were no vestiges of the 

old streets or buildings. But a painting in the city museum show

ed the charming skyline of the old city, which they had completely 

razedtto build this new town. This was from where we had to fly 

to Dun Huang, where a remarkable cluster of painted caves stand 

witness to the big impact Buddhism had on Chinese art and culture 

at one time. Then back to Lanchow and from there to Xian, the 

old historical capital around which there *«re many remarkable 

sites. From there to the picturesque Yang$ho^ whose array of 

steep hills}with a stream coursing through, were probably the

inspiration for many painters of landscape -- the so-called
k a

mountain and water pictures. From there to Guang$hotf as the 

last stop. I saw the sites^raet artists, visited institutions, 

exchanged notes with the teachers. And had^n the side, a glimpse 

of the country*s life.

The notion we have of any country is limited by the 

exposure we have had to its people and its culture, or 

information in their regard. When I was small the only Chinese 

I had seen were those who sold silk around the country; stocky, 

quiet, good-humoured raen with shrewd slitty eyes, walking with a 

slouch under the enormous bundles they carried. Or those nimble 

girls and boys who were the main performers in any travelling 

circus. When I cam to study in Santiniketan I met another kind - 

all scholars, soft-spoken, studious, reclusive - who kept their 

learning hidden under their sleeves. One of these was Professor 

Wu an expert on Chinese dramatology who had cone here study Indian 

drama, and translate some plays of Kalidasa; another his spri^ghtly
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wife. They were both close friends of Benodebehari.

Mrs. Wu, whom I met first ,came to study Bengali and 

translate Rabindranath's poems. She was small, pleasant, 

giggly, a chain-smoker. She was apparently the daughter of 

a rich mandarin whose sprawling mansion housed about a 

hundred people that included his wives, concubines and their 

off-spring. A pet of her father she was self-willed and choosy 

and refused most of the suitors he introduced her to. Finally 

when she chose one, the young man backed out?overawed by their 

affluence; and sent the next morning a cryptic note, 'I do 

not have a glass bowl fit to hold this goldfish*. Then she 

met Professor Wu and married him and found that they had common 

interests and wanted to come to India. Here they had very little 

money and lived abstemiously. She came up with this story when 

one day to save her from the mosquitoes Prof. Wu was spraying 

Flit on her dress and not the room around, 'iee what this man 

does to me; 1 fShe shouted laughingly, *to me who was a rich 

mandarin*s daughter!* Surely, she wanted him to do just , that, 

let the Flit last as long as they could stretch it.

Prof. and Mrs. Wu went back to China and taught in ,

But they had a hard time during the cultural revolution. They 

were separated; one was sent to work in a pig farm and the other 

in a poultry. For six long yearsfwithout the least facility to 

continue their academic pursuits. This nearly broke them. But 

in the new unfreeze they found their freedom. He started work

ing again in an institute. They visited Santiniketan for a

short while in 1983. And when I was in (two years later)
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Prof. Wu graciously called on me and took me to his place for 

dinner. His wife was not there; she was ill  and in a sanatorium.

But one of his daughters, " • 'Krishnawas there. She was training 

to be a teacher. Handsome girl, ‘ life call her Krishna*, Prof. Wu 

said, *as she is dark, which she is proud to be.*

Prof. Wu stayed in a part of a town that still had its old- 

world look. It was so preserved at the insistence of the people 

of the neighbourhood. But he was not hopeful they could hold out 

for long. The rest of the city had been cleaned and rebuilt, this 

would follow suit.

But this cleaning is bound to impress every visitor. All 

day long people (generally the aged) swept and scrubbed the 

streets and kept the payments clean. There were no cattle or 

dogs wandering around. Neatly dressed people crowded the streets, 

the dresses were no more blue and baggy as of old; there was great 

variety in cut and colour. There ^ r e  crowds of bicycles and 

smart yellow taxis, besides buses and vans. People were taller 

than we are led to think, had handsome features and the eyes of

many, for all this mongolian slant were shaped like almond- Their
A

children looked like little dolls; and sftere carried in a variety 

o f ’ways. They were pleasant, talkative, asked you the same questions 

as we ask of strangers. During a trip by train, they came into my 

cabin without reserve and started a conversation; my young inter

preter had a job keeping it going between them and me.

Driving into the country you could see that the Chinese were 

practical; ttey were changing things but in measured degrees;
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they had learnt their lessons from their early excesses. Thsy 

used transports of various kinds, ass-carts, mule-carts, horse- 

wagons, carts drawn by water buffaloes : little scooter vans and 

then motorised transport of various kinds. Thsy were using 

scientific methods in agriculture, you could see rows of plastic 

covered hot-houses and nurseries, all over the land; but they 

aid all this without noise and ostentation. For all the indus

trial growth they used manual labour for various purposes; for 

carrying farm produce or for tugging boats up stream as you see 

in pictures. And every where people were busy and there was a 

sense of order. While in the capital town the people seemed a 

little reserved and formal, they becams natural and informal as 

you moved away. Everywhere you could hear Hindi film songs and 

many humned their tunes.

The China artists introduced themselves as ink painters, oil 

painters, or meticulous painters. The ink painters, worked with 

traditional ink and brush on absorbent rice paper, like their 

old painters did, even if the images had undergone some change.

For the oil painters European academic realism was the model.

Some followed a hard, choppy style (similar to the Russian) 

others a looser and‘‘impressionist’ style (similar to the French). 

They painted at one time pictures celebrating their revolution 

or publicising progress - now they painted mostly landscapes 

and citys^apes, or life scenes of their exotic minorities, 

people of Tibet, Yunnan, Sinkiang, coastal islands. The 

meticulous painters worked in gouache and mixed media giving 

greater attention to detail, contrary to the broader handling 

of the ink and pil paintJMg.
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All this painting was touched with academic realism, even 

the spontaneous ink paintings. They lost in the process the 

gravity and the sense of abstraction of their traditional paint

ing; but revealed a lot of •technical virtuosity. The Chinese 

art seen*,both the traditional and modem, shows them out as 

superb technicians. This is seen in every aspect of their art 

practice, painting, carving, craft. There is a vnell-thought 

out method in the centre of their seeming spontaneity. This 

probably comes from their calligraphy and picture writing 

methods where the brush is an extention of the hands and so 

partakes of its inbuilt reflexes, kinetic logic and tactile 

sensibilities.

X X X  X

Each scene goes to focus your attention on some issue or 

the other. In the western scene what exercises you most is 

how to preserve, in the pressure-ridden whirlgig of a world, 

your contact with yourself and your environment. In  a scene 

like China's what engages your attention are those subtle 

interlinks in an age old tradition, and their survival or 

loss in the face of a changing world. Both these are germane 

to our scene as well.

In the light of these each one will have fhis own agenda.

At least objectives. Mine is concerned with the fashioning of 

images that have a linguistic flexibility. That can reach 

back in time as well as go forward.

That will impersonalilttw* the personal with an accessible
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myth or parallel. And through close, be they tangential, refer

ence to facts around ensure its life content. Steering clear of 

sodden narcissism and stolid objectivity. Investing them with a 

sense of animation which will have cross-referrants and say 

things by allusion. Which can travel from one context to another. 

Expressing wonder, joy or pain.

I see in my notebook a scribbled text of an old Chinese poem 

that I found moving. And came close to this. Some one mourns the 

death of a singing girl he was attached to. Without howling or 

beating his breast#. But inscribing his grief on the things 

around.

Dew on the secret orchid 

Like screaming eyes.

Nowhere the hearts bound as one.

Evanescent flowers I cannot bear to cut.

Grass like a cushion.

The pine like a parasol.

The wind is a skirt,

The waters are tinkling pendants.

A coach with lacquered sides 

Waits for someone in the evening.

The cold green will-o-*-the-wisp 

Squanders its brightness *

Beneath West Mound 

The wind puffs the rain.


