
Introduction

Early in 1971,1 was in Santiniketan, visiting Kala Bhavana, Visva Bharati. The teachers 

of Kala Bhavana were discussing at that time the details of a seminar they were planning 

to organize later in the year to celebrate the birth centenary of Abanindranath Tagore. 

And they approached me with a request to contribute a paper to this seminar. I readily 

accepted but wanted to see as large a body of Abanindranath’s works as I could before I 
made the effort. In spite of having studied in Kala Bhavana about twenty five years 

earlier, when Abanindranath himself was the Acharya (or Chancellor) of Visva Bharati, I 
had had no occasion to see a large body of his work. My exposure was confined to the 
few works in the Kala Bhavana collection and the mixed selection of works reproduced 
in the Abanindra Number of the Visva Bharati Quarterly published in 1942 to 

commemorate his seventieth birth anniversary; which every student of that time eagerly 
hurried to possess. The number carried many tributes and reminiscences. But the 

reproductions covered only a small section of his works and their quality was far from 
satisfactory. All the same, it carried a concise but highly useful catalogue of his total 

oeuvre drawn up by Benodebehari Mukhopadhyay; but many of the works mentioned in 
his listing were not readily accessible to the general public.

However, I came to know from friends around that the Rabindra Bharati Society held a 

large body of these works and these included over a hundred of the highly celebrated 

ones. The Upacharya (or Vice Chancellor) of Visva Bharati, Professor Pratulchandra 
Gupta, who was also a member of the Rabindra Bharati Society, offered to arrange for 
me a private viewing of these in Calcutta on my way back to Baroda. And on his advice, 

the Secretary of the Society, Sri Ananda Mohan Mukheijee generously made the 

arrangement.

It was an amazing experience. This collection was a treasure-trove; it held together a 

large body of Abanindranath’s paintings including those highly accomplished works he 
did in 1930, now widely known as the Arabian Nights series. These works showed 

Abanindranath at his resplendent best. After romancing around with various modes of



pictorial statement, he seemed to have found in these a method that suited his genius, that 

chose to interweave factual and fictional elements to create a new reality, where he 
undressed known myths and legends with great wit and humour and endowed the new 

reality with a mythical aura. These works were undoubtedly the high water mark of his 
artistic achievement. And in the previous nine years, from 1921 to 1929, he had also been

spelling out his most considered views on various aspects of art practice, art experience
...... '.and creativity in his celebrated Vageswari lectures at f, Calcutta University explaining in

hiv>...
inimitable language the diverse patterns of interaction between surviving culture and 

contemporaneity, between direct vision and fantasy, in a modem artist’s work.

Much as this experience exhilerated me I felt, at the same time, that these works should 

be brought to the notice of a larger public as soon as possible through a suitably 
illustrated publication. And since these works on paper have a tendency to deteriorate 
rapidly through time this appeared urgent. So, soon after I moved to Santiniketan from 

Baroda in 1980, the efforts to persuade the Society and certain established publishers to 
undertake this work started. It has taken more than a quarter of a century for these to 
fructify. And the credit for this goes to Professor R. Sivakumar, who has made an in- 
depth study of Abanindranath’s works and their antecedents and to Shri Priyabrata Deb 

(of Pratikshan) who had the vision and the enterprise to undertake the work.

There is more than one reason behind the need for such a publication. The art-knowing 
public of this country have not had an opportunity to see the most accomplished works of 

Abanindranath or get introduced to the full range of his creativity. And that part of this 

public that is unfamiliar with the Bengali language does not know of his highly 
illuminating writings on art, leave alone his delightful contributions to Bengali literature. 
The image they have of him comes through indirect, open ill-informed channels; he is to 

them mainly a father-figure in modem Indian art and the founder of the Neo-Bengal art 
movement; a person who brought about a basic change in the Indian art scene. And this 

has not been to his advantage.
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Artists who play a crucial role in adding a new dimension to an art scene or giving it a 
change of direction are readily made into cult-figures by the critics and commentators 
who explain the scene. And to emphasise their thesis, they often doctor their profiles 

drastically and misconstrue the character and quality of their contribution. Abanandranath 
has suffered badly in this process. Both his supporters and detractors have tried to truss 
him up as a fetish-figure of revivalism, overlooking the originality of his contribution and 
his special genius to re-illuminate the present through a re-reading of the past1 vice 
versa.

At a time when one kind of educated Indian was getting progressively alienated from his 

antecedents and facing the prospect of rootlessness and another kind was trying fossilize 
some of these and preserve them unchanged for posterity he was one of those few who 

wanted to save them from both extremes and demonstrate that in a dynamic society, the 
past and the present exist in organic continuity. He did not plead for revivalism. He just 

wanted to show that if each creative person will dig his feet deep in what has gone before 

him the power and authenticity of his forward thrust will be immensely greater. Dr. Stella 

Kramrisch, the reputed art scholar, points to this admirably in her contribution to the 

Abanindra number:

“Abanindranath Tagore is the first modem Indian painter. His genius relies on his 

personal authority. It leads him upstream, a return voyage to his sources with his back 

turned on the present. This is his receding background from where he starts. The solitary 
journey requires effort and as the past looms large, the present sinks into it as one more of 

history’s modes, one more of the dim aggregates of movements and costumes aware of 

fleeting time. Abanindranath records and translates into painting the various periods, each 
conforming with time-born shapes and his nostalgic vision. The voyage into the past is 

not held for good at any of the stations. No decision is taken, no phase is exalted above 
the other in which alone perfection would seem to have attained, so as to be relived again, 

a ‘renaissance?. Nor did his journey owe its impulse to antiquarian interests. No old gods 

had to be resurrected as they had not died.”



It is true that Dr. Kramrisch refers to the presence of the past in contemporary India. But 

Abanindranath is not overawed by its presence; he plays around with whatever he finds 
without any undue reverence or reserve. He reorients old modes of practice. He 

reinterprets old forms and symbols; often divests them of their original gravity, even 

transforms their character like patuas did in their painting or the jatra players did in their 
theatre.

There are some works of Abanindranath that portray these amusing transformations. He 
has done some delightful paintings of jatra characters in this ‘deconstructed’ version -  a 

buxom and aggressive Rati, a rustio Kama, a flabby and obese Mahadeva. They can be 

construed as attempts to reduce the sublime to the common place or elevate the common 
place to the sublime. But they are highly rewarding. They invest the characters with a 

sense of earthiness and wit. They also open up a whole line of implications. For instance, 
in one of these paintings a girlish Vasantasena is transformed by a few deft touches to the 

status of a budding courtesan -  a greenish touch of langour around her almond-shaped 

eyes, a flabbiness in the arms and a body gesture that is midway between the awkward 
and the elegant, all these pointing obliquely to a loss of innocence.

This intriguing interweave is most abundantly evident in his Arabian Nights paintings. 
He is reported to have painted nearly forty-five of these in the course of one year (1930), 

which is a veritable tour de force when one discovers that each one is a masterpiece, be it 

for its graphic subtleties, its spatial organization, its use of colour, its technical virtuosity 

or its visual narrative that interlocks the imagined and the real. And they are eclectic in 
more than one sense. He peoples the Arabian Nights scene with the facts of the Calcutta 

street. His Alladdin could be a vendor of bric-a-brac on a Calcutta bye-lane; his 
Shahrazad the pretty and sharp-witted daughter of the darzi next door. Some characters 

that feature in his paintings, ‘Three Sisters’ too are unmistakably Calcuttan; for instance, 

the burly bread-woman, the liveried butler. The details of location, the kitchens, the 
bathrooms, cats rolling on carpets or crawling up roofs, too, are drawn from views of the 

neighbourhood. His ‘Sindbad’ is a sailor and holy-man rolled into one, as loquacious as 
he is long-travelled; his audience is ostensibly cross-cultural. The stylistic inputs in these



paintings are also various; some evidence the graphic delicacy of Italian qutro-cento 
painting, others the chromatic richness of Akbari miniatures. But despite these 
parallelisms each one is distinctly itself, a fertile fountain-head of imaginative invention.

Like he reconstructs legends of another location with the place-details and personae of 
the familiar neighbourhood; he also projects on his depictions of his familiar 
neighbourhood a mythical aura. The * Baithak-Khana ’ of the Tagore mansion assumes the 
air of a Caliph’s Court. His numerous portraits have a great variety of image and 
atmosphere and some of these he develops into hieratic masks. In his well-known 
painting of Rabindranath, Gandhi and Andrews, he gives the three figures the frozen 
quietitude of lohans. Even in his animal paintings he effects such transformation; on one 
side they are distinctly what they are; on another they are dressed up symbols of softness, 

smoothness, slickness, smugness, wildness, elegance or speed. Taken together, 
Abanindranath’s paintings have many things to offer, especially in that interspace 
between the seen image and the fantasized. Each one has a story to tell.

The public readings of a many-sided personality like Abanandranath are likely to be 
various -  an incorrigible drop-out who spumed formal education, but who cultivated on 
his own effort a deep understanding of all aspects of Indian culture; a man who kept alive 
his child-like curiosity and playfulness straight into his grown up years; a man of eighty 
years who could talk to child of eight with ease and make him dream; an imperious guru 
who overawed his admirers, young and old, but said laughingly that it was just a mask to 
protect himself; an artist who laid much stress on individual creativity but marshaled 
nevertheless an influential art movement; an aristocrat who had the ambition to be a 
tramp and peered out of the windows of his lofty mansion to read the life on the low 

down streets, a self-taught writer who had the linguistic facility to express his deepest 
thoughts and describe his subtlest experiences with remarkable ease and poetry.

This book should serve as a valuable step to introduce this remarkable man and his 
contribution to the world of art and literature to the public at large.
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