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In this issue of Marg we depart from the established practice of devoting an entire volume 
to a specific subject or period in Indian Art and examining its varied aspects in detail. 
The decision for this approach was guided by several considerations- the most important 
of them being the frequently expressed desire of many of our readers for information on 
subjects that fall outside the purview of our thematically oriented framework. Another 
determinant was the fact that the thematic format precludes us from incorporating significant 
researches in diverse fields of enquiry. Many scholars and students are working in lesser
known areas of Indian culture- on vanishing traditions, rituals and art forms. They are 
charting new developments and making exciting discoveries while unravelling forgotten 
facets of our rich heritage. Under the circumstances it seemed only appropriate to bring out a 
Marg number which was not confined to discussions and expositions on one specific sphere 
but dealt with different areas of Indian culture. This issue, "Trends and Transitions", 
explores some Interesting but unrelated aspects of Indian Art, and at the same time defines 
certain trends in Indian art and the transitions involved in the process of development from 
dynasty to dynasty, region to region, concept to concept. 

Marg Publications wishes to acknowledge their grateful thanks to the National Gallery of 
Modem Art, New Delhi, and Chhotelal Bharany, New Delhi for permission to reproduce 
items in their collections. 

W e also thank Ms. Margaret Mascarenhas and Sivagami S ubbiah for their assistance in 
editing the text. To Mohan Khokor and his scrapbook of old photographs and newspaper 
clippings we owe our inspiration for the layout of the article on "Dance in Transition". 

W e are indebted to Mr. P. U. Janardhanan for coordinating the various activities connected 
with this publication. 



The Identity Crisis 
In the Visual and Performing Arts 

Among the cultural events of 1983, two 
were especially significant as each 
commemorated the achievements of a 
pioneering figure in the arts. The first 
was an exhibition of paintings and 
sketches to mark the centenary year of 
Nandalal Bose who had played a pivotal 
role in giving shape and definition to 
Modern Indian Art. The other was a 
festival in honour of Uday Shankar, a 
towering personality in lhe performing 
arts. This even t, called Uday-Utsav 
celebrated the fiftie th anniversary of 
Uday Shankar's professional debut in 
the world of Indian Dance. 

Both NandalaJ Bose and Uday 
Shankar were born at a time when the 
impact of Western Civilisa tion had 
caused a tremendous upheaval in India. 
The turmoil and the cultural crisis that 
ensued shook the very foundations 
of Indian society. Throughout the 
nineteenth century the country grappled 
with lhe painful process of coming to 
terms wilh Lhe existing realities. For 
India, adaptation to the changing 
circumstances was a particularly 
traumatic experience as it necessitated 
readjustments at two levels: internally 
with its own altered character and 
externally with Lhe world outside. Never 
before in its long history had India been 
confronted with such a contingency. 
Protected by high mountain ranges and 
deep seas, it had enjoyed a sheltered 
existence and evolved its own cultural 
patterns during the centuries. Contact 
with the world beyond its frontiers was 
limited and confined chiefly to trade. 
Periodically, the prevailing patterns were 
disrupted by outsiders who invaded the 
country and reinforced their territorial 
victories by imposing alien values on 
their Indian subjects. But, before long, 
foreign concepts were absorbed and 
assimilated into the Indian cultural 
tapestry, enriching its colour and 
texture. The intrusions of the Greeks 



more than two thousand years ago, and 
later those of the Scythians and the 
Huns, left their stamp on Indian culture 
but did not create any lasting impression 
on it. Nor, for that matter, did the 
Muslim conquest of India. For, though 
the Muslim kings had established their 
authority from the tenth century A.D. 
and introduced Islamic culture into the 
land, the weave of the indigenous cuJture 
and civilisation was not disturbed. It 
remained more or less intact and was 
rent asunder only when India came 
into contact with European Civilisation 
during the days of the British rule. 

Western thought, with its emphasis 
on the spirit of rationalism and indivi
dualism, presented on outlook th.at was 
entirely different from that prevalent 
in India and Lhis had a catalytic effect 
on the Indians, producing profound 
changes in their thinking. New con
ceptions of social justice and political 
rights, of the supremacy of reason over 
blind faith and of individual conscience 
over outside authority arose and a new 
ideology galvanised the socie ty which, 
until then, had been static and tightly 
structured with antiquated social con
ventions. Quite abruptly, the age of 
unquestioned acceptance of traditional 
beliefs was replaced by an age of 
defiance and rejection; the validity of 
prevailing customs and the social order 
were continuously subjected to critical 
assessment. ln fact, the current of 
European culture flowed with such 
force through Indian society that it 
overturned all hallowed values and 
age-old institutions : traditional India 
began to disintegrate . 

The nineteenth century in India re
presents a period of disorientation, not 
only because of the many changes that 
occurred , but also because of the 
accelerated pace at which they were 
effected. Those hundTed years altered 
the face of India far more than had the 
preceding thousand years. In less than 
a century India hurtled from medieval 
to modern times. 

The Transformation 
The impetus for this great transfor

mation in the Indian ethos generated 
from a few enlightened Indians who 
could perceive the value of what the 
Occident had to offer to the India 
of those days. Exposure to Western 
learning had convinced Indians that it 
was important to acquire European 
methods and systems of study. And 
this, they realised, could be achieved 
only through the British system of 
education. They urged the British 
rulers to set up institutions for this 
purpose. The introduction of a new 
curriculum broadened the minds of the 

younger generations and engendered attitudes that helped India to emerge 
from her self-imposed isolation. For many centuries India had maintained an 
insular existence and c. 1000 A.D. Al Beruni, a renowned Muslim scholar, 
commented that the Hindus kept themselves aloof from the outer world and were 
ignorant of the arts and sciences of the West. The situation in India eight hundred 
years later was much the same; it changed only in the nineteenth century with 
the widening of the intellectual horizons of her people. A liberal and modern 
educational system was the most meaningful contribution of the British presence 
in India. 

Bengal, the region where the British first established their authority, was also 
the area where facilities for a Western education in English first became available 
during the early decades of the nineteenth centmy. Leading Hindu families sent 
their boys to these institutions and many of those who graduated from there were 
animated by a new zeal and fired with creative vitality. Not surprisingly, Bengal, 
and more specifically Calcutta, served as a crucible of modern ideas and 
progressive reforms. It produced great thinl<ers and writers whose enthusiasm for 
establishing a new order asserted itself in rigorous efforts which sought to 
eliminate the conservative and repressive elements in Indian life. Initially this 
movement was directed towards religious and social spheres, but soon it extended 
to other areas as well, reaching its most intense expression in the political arena. 
There it was instrumental in giving definition to the concept of an independent 
Indian nation. The thought-processes that effected changes in different spheres of 
Indian life- social, political, religious and artistic- were interlinked and inter
dependent, and more importantly, united by patriotic fervour. Creative endeavour 
in literary and artistic areas became associated with the rise of nationalism and the 
struggle for political freedom. Directly or indirectly, all creative activity reflected 
the issues and passions of the day and served as the vehicle for expressing 
national sentiments. 

The fact that the ideas and themes propounded by Indian leaders could be 
communicated to the people truough print activated the intellectual and poljtical 
ferment in Bengal. The availability of printing machinery and technology made it 
possible to publish journals and periodicals in the vernacular language, which 
in tw·n, served as a forum for disseminating and conducting discussions on 
contemporary issues. These publications were greatly responsible for instilling a 
sense of involvement in the populace. 

The nineteenth century is important also as a period representing the rediscovery 
of the glorious Indian Heritage through the study of history, literature and 
archaeology. Indian classical literature evoked the admiration of Western scholars 
and several treatises were translated into European languages. The discovery of 
Indian temples and monuments - the most splendid among them being the 
Ajanta Caves- added immeasurably to India's pride. The acclaim with which 
the West, even if limited to a few intellectuals, received Indian Culture, gave 
Indians a new sense of self-esteem. It also ignited an interest in the past, and 
thinkers and intellectuals turned to it for inspiration. The reassertion of Indian 
cultural values came as a reaction to the earlier phase which had submitted so 
readily and unconditionally to the influences of the Western world. The two 
factors - a carry-over of the adulation for the West and the chauvinism for ancient 
and established Indian traditions - have since been the polar forces that constantly 
counter each other at various levels in Indian life. Even today the conflict 
remains and the equation they strike with one another differs with each individual. 
and his specific set of circumstances. 

During this period, the visual arts could boast of few achievements and the 
prospects for future development appeared bleak. The spirit of art seemed to be 
flickering out as traditional forms gradually ground to a standstill. The paralysis 
had set in long ago- sometime at the end of the seventeenth century. Ever since 
Aurangzeb's puritanical discouragement of the arts, and the subsequent bankruptcy 
of the war-torn Mughal Empire, Imperial patronage had declined steadily. 
The unsettled conditions of the times were not favourable to the arts and it 
was inevitable that both the character of the maecenas and the status of the 
artists degenerate - and with them the capacity for artistic expression. 

The position of the arts failed to improve with the establishment of the British 
Empire. The new rulers found Indian art , to say the least, strange; their cultural 
background did not equip them with any understanding of its form , spirit or 
subject. When they patronised it at all, it was in the nature of souvenirs and 
curios- copies of older miniatures, conventional portraits of the Mughal Emperors, 
representations of Hindu deities, views of Indian cities and countryside, as well as 
of the people and their customs. This art served the British colonial taste for the 
picturesque and documentary, and flourished in commercial towns which served 
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as centres of trade . The painters were reduced to the level of artisans , often 
unde rpaid and working in the bazaars. • 

Those artists who succeeded in finding employment with the Indian rulers in the 
Punjab Hills or Rajaslhan continued lo work in the older traditions, and Lheir 
paintings were often imbued with rare sensitivity and beauty. But the activity was 
Loo sporadic to gather momentum or be empowered with a sustained thrust that 
could carry it forward: it effloresced or withered according to the whims of its 
patron. More than ever before art was dependent for its existence on individual 
patronage rather than a ruling power or a social class. Even in this milieu, 
traditional art began to lose its quality - in the measure in which foreign influence 
infiltrated and superseded Lhe taste of those who commissioned it. The admiration 
for Western modes frequently lapsed into a slavish imitation of them: the palaces 
of Lhe Maharajas and Nawabs, as also the mansions of the Indian elite, were not 
furnished with artefacts produced in the country but with European art objects and 
bric-a-brac- with marble Venuses, European oil paintings, chiming clocks and 
magic mirrors. 

A New Vocabulary 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century however, artistic expression began to 

stir again but in another framework . The admiration for European culture and 
learning found expression in the work of a group of artists who attempted to 
formulate a new idiom to convey a visual image that was in keeping with Lhe times. 
They painted Indian subjects and themes using European techniques such as 
chiaroscuro, Western principles of composition and perspective drawing, and a new 
medium - oil paint. They strove to achieve in Indian Painting what was being 
accomplished contemporaneously in Indian Literature and Indian Philosophy. All 
these trends were a parl of the wider phenomenon of cultural osmosis. Among the 
early essays in this direction were the works of Raja Ravi Varma who painted 
subjects from Indian myths and life. His a ttempts received much a ttention and 
some fame. Though nol greal works of arl, his paintings became ex tremely popular 
and reproductions of his works decorated many Indian households. 

Although Raja Ravi Varma's paintings reflected the prevailing sentiments, they 
became outdated by the beginning of the twentie th centmy . Among art circles 
there was a resistance against employing European styles in Indian artistic 
expression. Leading art-teachers and connoisseurs criticised the Schools of Art 
established by lhe British and according lo A. K. Coomaraswamy, Lhe " true 
function of Schools of Arl in India was nol to introduce European methods and 
ideals bul to gather up and revitalise the broken threads of Indian tradition, to 
build up an idea of Indian art as part of the national culture and to relate the work 
of Indian craftsmen to the thought of Indian people ." Both he and E. B. Have ll , the 
first ideologist of Indian Art, advocated that there should be an Indian Style 
embodying Indian ideals, and tha t to evolve such a style Indian "artists musllook 
into Lhe past and painl" . These ideals became the manifesto of the Bengal School of 
Painting. 

The style of painting associated with the Bengal School originated with 
Abaninclranath Tagore . He began his study of art with the works of the English 
Pre-Raphaelite Tradition. However , under the influence of Havell he soon 
abandoned this field and moved to Lhe study of ancient Indian Arl. This , toge ther 
with the atmosphere at the Tagore home wilh its supporl for the Swadeshi 
movement which e mphasised a national idiom in the arts and a revival of indigen
ous crafts and industries, inspired him to formu late a style of painting which would 
serve as a valid authoritative national style. Abanindranath drew upon a wide 
varie ty of sources and developed an expression that was highly eclectic and 
personal. His works were laced wilh literary overtones and suffused wilh mystery 
and lyricism. The romantic quali ty of Lbe style constituted ils chief a ttraction. 
Abaninclranalh and his fo llowers including Nandalal Bose, formed the core of Lhe 
Bengal School of Painting. The style spread from Bengal to other parts of India 
and under Nnndalal Bose the predi lection for languid poetic metaphors was 
counter-balanced by ske tches from life and the rugged beauty of the real world. 
Nandalal Bose imparted a new dimension to the style of Lhe Bengal School. 

The circumstances Lhal had caused Lhe decline in the visual arts were also 
responsible for the degeneration thal occurred in the performing arts. The arlisls 
in this fi eld could maintain themselves only by catering Lo the baser instincts 
of their patrons. The degrada tion was so comple te that in most places dance 
became inseperably linked with prostitution and decadence. Even in the southern 
re~ions where dance survived in the precincts of the temple, it was performed 
by Devadasis who had degenerated into a class of prostitutes. It was indeed 
pathe tic tha t in a lmost all par ls of lhe country, the traditions of dance 
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continued and thrived n1 the custody of 
nautch-girls whether il be in sacred 
shrines or bawdy brothels. People were 
actually embarrassed by the mention of 
the word dance because of its cmmections 
with persons of low repute. Interestingly, 
it was again a son of Bengal who played 
a dominant role in reviving h1dian dance 
and restoring it lo a respectable status. 
Destiny drew Uday Shankar into Lhe 
sphere of dance. Although he had no 
training in this fi eld , once he entered il, 
Uday Shankar enchanted his audiences 
with his style, presentation and imagi
nation. His performances outside India 
won him international recognition and 
his efforls, a long with Lhose of his 
contemporari es, kindl ed a genuine 
interest in this art form a t home. 
Following his example most of the 
pioneers of Indian Dance tried to evolve 
their own idioms by choosing elements 
lhat suited them from various traclitions. 
In this sense they were nol purists who 
studied an established form in all its 
aspects. The search for traditional dance 
forms and their resurrection became 
the preoccupation of lhe generation 
that fol I owed and efforts in this area 
have e nabled us to understand specific 
dance styles like Odissi or Bharata 
Natyam as a total form. During the past 
fifty years ancient dance forms have 
been rediscovered and revitalised , the 
time has now come for them to move 
forward through imaginative innovations 
and experimentations. 

The achievements of Nandala l Bose 
and Uday Shankar cannot be truly 
understood or appreciated unless they 
are viewed in the context of Indian 
conditions during the late nine teenth 
and early twentie th century . It was a 
period of psychological and emotional 
tormenl , wilh several conflicting forces 
at work. The cultural equi [jbrium of 
the country had been upset and all 
creative activity was in a stale of flux . 
The older traditions, at lhis juncture, 
proved totally inadequate for expressing 
the temper of the times . A new style 
had to be formulated and , as with a ll 
such efforts in their embryonic phase, 
were eclectic and seJJ-conscious state
ments. In re trospect, Lhe solutions may 
strike us as being somewhat superfi
cial and tentative . Eve n so, lheir 
importance cannot be underestimated : 
they ped onned a vital function by setting 
the stage for new expressions and by 
serving as a spring-board for fresh styles. 



Portfolio of 

Contempomry 
Indian 
Print-making 

Naina Dalal 

G
raphics or print-making like painting and 
sculpture is a creative art form. Print-making 
deals with reproducing or obtaining multiple versions, 

usually on fine quality handmade paper, from a maste~ 
block. But because the master block (or plate) is 
developed by the artist himself, and because the prints are 
also generally obtained manually, each graphic print is 
now universally accepted as an original work of art. 

The fundamental process of print-making is not a new 
invention. From ancient times multiple reproductions of an 
original- as in the case of seals from clay tablets or 
wood-blocks for textile printing- have been known 
to exist. But print-making is a more contemporary 
medium-an achievement rooted in the innovations 
that took place in Ge·rmany during the fifteenth 
century when wood-blocks were used to illustrate 
biblical stories. This process was followed by engraving 
on metal plates. Rembrandt, the great seventeenth century 
Dutch master, perfected the art of etching whereby 
the image is made deeper and stronger by 
subjecting the metal plate to repeated bitings in a 
mixture of acid. . 

During the twentieth century, at first in Europe 
and more recently in the United States, print-making 
has been specially supported by the organisation 
of production as well as sale of prints in special 
editions and suites. Master printers are engaged to give 
their expertise in producing such prints from metal 
and stone plates created by famous artists. 

In India, print-making employing metal plate or 
lithographic stone was introduced by the British during 
the middle of the nineteenth century- mostly for purposes 
of illustration - but it is only from the nineteen twenties 
that print-making began to be used by serious artists. 
During the last three decades a number of Indian 
artists have consistently worked in various media and even 
a number of art institutions are offering training in 
those media. Herewith Marg presents a random selection 
of the work of certain artists showing a diverse range 
of approaches and results. 

'· r ~. 
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1 Fly (1970): Jyotl Bhatt 
Intaglio 

2 Untitled ( 1969 ): Vinodray Pate/ 
Lithograph 

J yoti Bhatt, a print-maker of long-standing, competently 
handles various print-making techniques. His prints, 

meticulously worked on metal plates, reveal areas and images which 
are precisely defined and contoured in thick lines. Generally, 
he prefers a symmetrical arrangement of shapes and forms. 
A facial profile is an obsessive motif in many of his compositions. 
Both versions of "Fly" remind us of the traditional nart-kunjara 
image in which several female figures merge to form the image of 
an elephant. He also juxtaposes various forms of the Devanagari 
script against Roman alphabets. These juxtapositions not only 
harmonise with the shapes of images but sometimes also serve as 
humorous labels for them. 

' Jinodray Pate! is an excellent draftsman in his own right 
V who has tried his hand at lithography, etching and serigraphy. 
Chosen here are two examples -one of his etching on plastic 
sheet and the other of his lithography. His constant theme has 
been a play of female and snake forms with erotic overtones. 
The languorous sensuality of the female figures echo the sinuous 
forms of the snake. The imagery in his lithograph of swooping 
winged skeletons demonstrates his preoccupation with fantasy. 
In this he aptly uses jet black ink to evoke a mysterious background. 
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N aina Dalal has worked during the last two decades in several 

media -linoleum-cut, lithography, etching and 
collography. Linoleum-cut facilitates the creation of stark images 
such as the pathetic figure of a beggar. One of her colour 
llthographs features the monumental head of a brooding adolescent 
girl. Images of the human condition have been consistently highlighted 
throughout her graphic work. In her "Portrait of my Parents" 
expressive images exploit the possibilities of collography. In one of 
her two recent etchings, Naina's imagery effectively expresses the 
loneliness of a woman on a park bench. In another etching, the 
image of a couple drifting apart suggests estrangement. These are 
typical themes found in Naina's sensitive work. 

J ayant Parikh is an experimenter who always explores his 
media for possibilities that can express personal forms and 

configurations. He largely employs the collograph process which 
allows him to prepare large-size master blocks. He constructs his 
compositions with geometrical structures, with textural areas, and 
at times some sections are filled with perspective views of 
architecture. He prefers to use colour instead of restricting himself 
to black and white. This technique enables him to conjure a kind 
of informal and unobstrusive pictorial world in his prints. 

3 Bench I1l (1983) 
Naina Datal 
Etching and aquatint 

4 Installation of a Sculpture 
(1981): Jayant Parikh 
Col/ograph 

5 Fear, Despair, Death 
(1971): Ratan Parimoo 
Lithograph 

6 Thirst: Prayag Jha 
4 

5 

Datan Parimoo's early lino-cuts are infused with profuse linear 
nrhythms and patterns. Compositions like "Kashmiri Family" 
and "Jhoolta Pul of Kamati Baug" display the two-dimensional 
nature of traditional Indian pictorial art. "Kashmiri Family" is a 
nostalgic subject. This theme also occurs in a colour lithograph. 
His later works reflect the changes in his attitude towards pictorial 
content. The colour lithograph, part of a triptych entitled "Fear, 
Despair, Death", exemplifies the propensities in his art during 
the last decade. 

Prayag Jha (nee Chiller) evokes the personal world of a sensitive 
artist by projecting the reactions of an Indian woman to her 

surroundings in her graphic work. She works on her prints with 
the patience acquired from her experience in lithography and etching. 
In spite of her technical competence and the painstaking quality 
of her prints, she claims a lack of concern with the technical aspects 
of graphics. She seems. to identify herself with the objects and 
images delineated in her work, transferring her feelings into them. 
The vulnerable, drifting objects tossed in her compositions possibly 
reflect her own personal sense of fear and insecurity. Thus her 
prints indirectly suggest latent emotional turmoil. 
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S iddharth Ghosh is one of three young print-makers whose 
work will be discussed 'below who have recently undergone 

specialised training in print-making at.Baroda. Siddharth works mostly 
on metal plate. Thematically he projects a central character juxtaposed 
against the world around him. In the etching of the figure of a clown, 
dark tonalities lend definite, tragic overtones. In ''VIP", 
he emphasises the figure clad in a Gandhi topi by placing 
him next to the image of Ganapati the popular deity. The doll in 
the background represents the dumb masses. Ghosh consistently 
struggles to impart significance to the deliberately omitted areas 
in his prints. 

Ajit Dubey is an artist whose images originate in the realm 
, of fantasy and poetry. He often groups together images of 

opposite gender implying some comment on the masculine/feminine 
relationship. With a poetic ambivalence of meaning, he successfully 
fuses animal and bird features with human limbs. Dubey shows a 
sensitivity for detailed delineation of feathers and foliage carefully 
juxtaposed against vacant areas. As opposed to Ghosh's use of 
strong black tones and hatchings Dubey exploits the tonal 
possibilities of aquatint with feeling, imparting a light 
and lyrical quality to his prints. 

8 

--------------------------------------- 9 
M adhu prefers the lithographic medium. He handles the greasy 

crayon on stone with an amazing deftness and produces 
powerful images of human figures. These are not treated in the 
usual chiaroscuro manner, but all the same the use of jet black 
tones enhances their effective presence-although the image consists 
of linear contours, certain areas are carefully treated with dark 
tones. The face in an etching of a girl in profile has a compelling 
quality. "Parvati" seems lost in her own inner thoughts. In yet 
another etching, by using strident lines he portrays an imposing 
raja-Uke figure. The wide range of abilities of this promising 
print-maker is evident in the quality of his works. 

7 Visit of a V.l.P. (1984): Siddharth Ghosh 
Etching 

8 Bramhachari (1983): Ajit Dubey 
Etching and aquatint 

9 Sparrow (1984): Madhu 
Lithograph 
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