
I am very happy to be associated with this function where the Academy of Fine Arts, Calcutta 
is honouring Somnath Hore for his significant contribution to the modern Indian art scene. This 
should have happened earlier when he was in better health and could have taken part in the 
proceedings. His present state of health does not allow him this luxury. So we are going through the 
initial ritual here without his presence and to follow, the representatives of the Academy will formally 
hand over the award to him at his residence. *

Somnath does not need any introduction to the present audience. He has been a prominent 
figure on the Indian art scene for half a century. And he has been associated with this institution for 

nearly thirty five years. He has received various awards from time to time. He is among the very few 
who received the National award thrice in the Lalit Kala Nationals. Various institutions and cultural 
bodies have honoured him ever since. There is hardly any other person who deserves these more on 
our cultural scene, though he fights shy of such public gestures. Often friends like us have had to 
persuade him hard to go and receive the awards. For an artist like him his work is his own reward.
By honouring a person like him the honouring body is doing itself a great honour.

Somnath has been a painter, printmaker, sculptor and teacher. Many others have been all 
these perhaps, but he is very special. All his work is suffused by human concerns, concern for the 
underdog, concern for the suffering man, concern for the victim of mindless violence, concern for the 
undercurrent of tragedy in human lives. Each of his visual statements comes out of a laceration; a 
kind of an open wound in his being. No wonder he titles many of his works as ‘wounds’. Like 
certain Christian saints are said to carry stigmata, Somnath’s works cany the signs of human tragedy 
and suffering.

About seventeen years ago the Ladies Study Group of Calcutta mounted an exhibition called 
Visions featuring four artists of Bengal of which Somnath was one. I wrote a small piece on 
Somnath’s works for the catalogue that pointed to this. This world may be colourful and gay but in 
Somnath’s works, be they prints or sculpture, the spectacle of human suffering is the main 
protagonist. He reads into everything he sees a gesture of tragedy. I venture to quote a little from it. 
‘So in a crack in the earth he sees a dire menace. In the fissures on the wall he recalls a gaping 
wound. Even his sensuous fantasies are sewn up in a skin of suffering. Lean bodies of men and 
women huddled in wan despair, with faces whose flesh sinks into the bone; whose chests cannot find 
enough skin to hide their hollow nakedness; whose eyes are sockets from which al light has been



drained out; mouths whose only voice is that of rattling teeth. Then the skinny dogs and bony cows 

and goats that keep them languid company... .These are not loud pictures of suffering whose message 

passes over our heads... .they are insidious... .they disturb us and shade into the didactic. We start 

thinking what is this world that we see daily? And run our hands over our faces. And find that the 

bone lies only a little below the flesh.’

This is remarkable work by any count. And Somnath’s impact on our art scene has been 

phenomenal. If there is there is anyone on the printmaking scene who has given a new seriousness 
and technical finesse to the genre, it is he. He has been a great influence on a whole generation 

Indian printmakers whose works have now gained international notice. And in the field of sculpture 

he is even more unique. He has altered its perspectives. His sculptures do not seek to be removed 

monuments; they seek instead to be moving human documents.

I consider myself fortunate for having known him for the last forty years. I met him first if I 

remember right in the year 1963 at Kowshik’s house in Delhi. They both taught then in the Art 

Department of the Delhi Polytechnic. It did not take us long to fall for each other. Ever since his 

wife Reba and his daughter Chandana too have become our intimates. What is refreshing about 

Somnath is his complete dedication to art, which spreads through his sleeping and waking hours.

This compulsiveness impressed his senior colleagues, Benodeda and Kinkerda when he moved to 

Santiniketan in 1968 and started teaching in Kala Bhavana. His presence in Kala Bhavana worked 
wonders. It galvanised students into a new kind of seriousness. And like them he has also become 

one of the pillars of its reputation.

His present state of health prevents him from doing anything strenuous. Bur the creative 

desire still bums high in his heart. Today he is like an irrepressible titan chained to the rock of failing 
health. Let us all join together to wish him better health in the coming years; and hopefully more 

active years.
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