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ANDRE MALRAUX, during a recent visit
to India, made a statement that startled the
so-called Indian avant-garde. He advised
them to go back to foik art. Predictably,
they reacted sharply, more in anger than
with a sense of hurt pride ; evidently they
had no identity to protect! They virtually
suggested. to him: “Mind your business.”
What they did not realise was the fact that
his business was theirs, too. For after all,
he is one of the world's leading aesthetes
and art historians whose judgment one is
free to ignore only at one’s own peril.

How would Anand Coomaraswamy have
reacted to what is today projected rather
militantly as the new art of India? By the way,
what is new about something that is at least
two decades old in the context of world art?
Says Coomaraswamy : ‘“Each race contributes
something essential to the world's civilisa-
tion in the course of its own self-expression
and self-realisation. The character built up in
solving its own problems, in the experience

ABSTRACT ART IN INDIA

A. S. RAMAN

of its own misfortunes, is itself a gift
which each offers to the world. The essen-
tial contribution of India then, is simply
her Indianess; her great humiliation would
be to substitute or to have substituted for
this own character (svabhava) a cosmopolitan
veneer, for then indeed she must come before
the world empty handed.””

What both Malraux and Dr. Coomaraswamy
mean is that India is a perennial source of
inspiration for a genuinely creative artist.
Actually, she has provided the muscle for ex-
perimental art the world over But nationalism
can be easily vulgarised into Chauvinism which
is the serious artist’'s greatest challenge.
Chauvinism is dangerous, while phoney inter-
nationalism is vulgar Chauvinism was the
main cause of the death of the Bengal School
which was once the authentic voice of India.
If nationalism, when it becomes chauvinism, is
bad, internationalism is worse, because, in
nine cases out of ten, it breeds bastard moder-
nity, which is neither art nor craft, It is just
charlatanism.



At the same time, there cannot be any
significant artistic development without a
sertous confrontation between nationalism and
internationalism. In a sense, nationalism and
tnternationalism are interdependent : They
are just like the foundation and the super-
structure. Good art is a product of a number
of influences which are neither exclusively
national nor exclusively international ; They
blend so imperceptibly, so unidentifiably
that we cannot tell the cne from the other.
Which country’'s art is free from the criss-
cross of influences? But there is one subs-
tantial difference between the European
Post-Impressionist masters and the present
tndian avant-garde . The Post-impressionist
masters of Europe have drawn freely from
the Qrient, but they have given back much
more than what that they have taken from
the East, while the I[ndian modernists, a
very tragic lot, have very little to give to the
West. What matters is not the quantum of
what one borrows from a foreign country but
the quality of what emerges from this
confrontation. The modern movement no
doubt began in Europe: But it had its roots
elsewhere. It was Mexico, Africa and Asia
which provided the meaning and momentum
for it

Abstract art is much in vogue these days :
ltis a status symbol. For a non-figurative
canvas, bearing a well-known signature, at
once inflates the importance of both the
artist and his patron, though, in the latter’s
scate of values, a Mondrian has no more
significance than a movie-star- mistress or a
Monte Carlo villa. Abstract art fetches
fabulous prices the worid over. Even in
india, by all accounts, despite the poverty
and philistinism of our gallery-going public,
Gaitonde, Krishen Khanna, Krishna Reddy and
Satish Gujral sell faster than Hebbar, Chavda,
Bendre and even Husain,

What precisely does one mean by abs-
tract art? What is the aesthetic sanction
behind it? To the layman, rightly or wrongly,
more often rightly than not, abstract art is
a contradiction in terms. '‘How can art be
abstract ?"* he asks innocently and incor-
ruptibly. {t must communicate, must n’t it?
The layman claims to be the final arbiter of
taste. For he insists that an art form which
makes no impact on him is necessarily and
naturally ephemeral, however fashionable it
may be at a particular moment.

The layman has no authority to accept
or reject what he does not understand : He
is not intellectually equipped for the purpose.
Surely, he cannot rush in where specialists
fear to tread, but he should realise that
all art, whether abstract or otherwise, is
meant for him, essentially and eventually.
It, however, does not follow that modern
art, whether figurative or non-figurative, is
great simply because it is modern that is,
simply because it is the product of the efforts
of specialists who fancy themselves to be the
elite, born to lead their contemporaries
rather than follow them. One who chooses to
make a serious study of abstract art has to be
singularly receptive and perceptive in order to
be able to tell the genuine from the phoney.
Charlatans, who dominate the scene in India
today for various reasons the most serious of
which is the absence of informed criticism,
take to non-figurative art because they have
better chances of survival than the pseudo-
academicists who cannot get away with their
technical shoddiness and intellectual bank-
ruptcy as easily as the spurious avant-garde
can.

When does a creative artist choose to go
abstract? in the West, normally, at the peak
of his career, but, in India, even as a bad
student. [n the West, abstract art is the result
of a historical process. |t embodies the very
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core of cultural ferment that dates from the
15th century. 1t has, thus, a very strong
intellectyal base and background. In India,
the main source of abstract art is a combi-
nation of three tragic factors {or which the
artist himself is wholly responsible. These
are - (1) lgnorance (2} Insolence and (3)
incompetence. Shall we say, for the sake of
convenience, the three I's 7 No wonder that
abstract art by Indian artists have so far been
inconseguential, They are moslly the works
of painters and sculptors who have neither
intuition nor intellect. They flirt with this ism
or that, because they are determined to
emancipate themselves from God knows what.
From the cramping impact of the academic
discipline? When did they ever come under
this healthy influence? The question of their
liberation, in my opinion, does not arise.

indian abstract painters, indeed, have
serious problems, and these are of their own
making. For, while in the West abstract art
is the final stage of a responsible artist's
development, in India it is the first and last
stage of a cheeky charlatan’s manipulation ot
a mannerism which he hardly understands in
the right spirit and in the correct perspective.
However slick his work may seem, one can
never respond to it because of its vacuity.
For he is content to communicate not through
the medium of a relevant idiom but through
the mechanism of a dead cliche. Bad abstract
art is much maore despicable than bad academic
art, because it is not only pretentious but
humiliatingly  imitative, toco. Incompetent
and insincere modernists have an advantage
over their counterparts among the tradition-
alists, because their canvases are in great
demand for reasons of snobbery and
speculation. Walter Pach, the author of that
fascinating book Ananias The False Artist,
denouncing imposters who are more numerous
among abstractionists than among acada-
micists employs an invective which s

particularly relevent to the mess that is
modernity Indian style, He says: ‘' Without
the school-taught ability to copy nature,
without even the academic formula for design
and colour, the counterfeit art of the modernist
camp followers is about the poorest thing in
the whole scale. [t usually avoids cheap
sentiment, but cheap aesthetics is just as futile.
Its one chance for acceptance lies in the
snobbism that swallows the rubbish of the
so-called moderns because it looks different
from the bad things of the old school. One
more chance for Ananias to mislead artists and
pubfic.*

The distinguished art historian, Ernst
Gombrich, commenting on the snob value of
abstract art, deplores in cynical terms thus :
“*Admittedly, there is a brighter s'de to the
situation. In a sociely where art has lost so
many of its former functions it might not be
the worst if it retained atleast this use as a
badge. After ali, it is not the badge of a bad
alliance. In the complex constellations of this
world of ours the room with these abstracts is
likely to witness and encoutage the most
stimulating conversaticns least trammelled by
prejudice and intolerance. 1t will invite
expioration, experiment, and that tolerance for
naon-conformist views which is the most
precious heirloom of the Western World, As
long as both the extreme Right and the
extreme Left attacked it, one felt in honour
bound to stand by it.”

Now let us turn to the minority of signifi-
cant non-figurative artists in India to whom
painting is visual music. It is always the
detisions and discoveties of the dedicated few
that shape the destiny of humanity. There
are, among the Indian modernists, a handfull
of disciplined and responsible painters and
sculptors to whom abstract art has been a
serious challenge. Let us leave out the
demented artists and concentrate on the truly









A serious artist takes to abstract art for a
number of reasons. First, intellectually it is
more satisfying than figurative art because of
its succintness, suggestivity, symbolism and
sophistication.  Secondly, its technique is
more demanding, because of its emphasis
on extreme simplifications of line, colour
and design.

Itis said that the famous American abst-
ractionist, Joseph Alber, uses about seventy
shades of yellow and makes on the spectator
as many degrees of emotional impact! |
remember seeing a canvas by Alber at a gallery
in New York which | thought was unique. At
first sight, it was a large, luminous patch of
black. But, on closer inspection, the blacks
were no longer blacks : What | saw in their
place was a visual symphony in blues and
greens at their subtlest,

it is imperative that a non-figurative
painter should first move from the known to
the unknown and then back to the positive
known of his own discovery, because art, in
its finer aspects, is essentially assertion, not
negation. It is obvious that one cannot
succeed as a protagonist of abstract art, unless
one achieves a high degree of professional
expertise, backed by inteliectual refinement,
After all, it is more difficult to know what to
eliminate than what to include. What else is
an abstraction, if it is not nothingness at its

mast provocative and stiliness at its most
eloquent ?

Thirdly, as a corollary, it follows that an
abstractionist enjoys untrammelied freedom
which his fierce self-discipline and sense of
identity make him act with caution, discretion
and responsibility. Only a8 master can be free,
not a servant. Naturally, the rebel artist
has ample scope for uninhibited self-
expression through the medium of which
he evolves his own myths and symbols.
Fourthly, in the context of spiritual values,
abstract art, being uncompromisingly austere,
imparts a new dimension to his vision.
For he at once finds himself invoived in a
reinterpretation of fundamentals. He formu-
lates a new [anguage of colours and planes
through the medium of which he states the
profoundest of truths. He has none of the
distractions which a representational artist,
engaged in copying Nature, has to accept with
resignation. It is correct to say that a figura-
tive painter is concerned primarily with a mere
reproduction of facts, while his non-figurative
confrere concentrates on a transmutation of
facts into truths. Lastly, abstract art enables
one to exploit the potentialities of one's
medium to the maximum extent on the piastic
plane. No wonder that colours at the touch
of the abstractionist’'s brush sing hymns.
The subtle harmonies of an abstract compo-
sition, executed with skill and sensibility, are
best described as visual music,
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The critic S.A. Krishnan has described
your earlier work as *’...extensions of
tribal fear, superstition and belief in the
surpernatural...” | find this comment
surprising, because your paintings have
always struck me as being extremely
peaceful. Even that very first painting
| bought from you, which represents
Daitya Kala, the spirit of evil... | have
been living with it all these years and
inspite of the image its radiation is
peaceful.

You see, Daitya Kala is a Shiva; the
Lord of the Universe. He has a variety
of manifestations, just as we human
beings have different manifestations
tco. | may be very peaceful now, but
other times | may be very worried.
One minute t may be smiling the next
minute | may be gloomy. This is
what we are made of; different grada-
tions and varieties, Similarly this Lord
Shiva, the Lord of the Universe: he has
a number of manifestations and that
Daitya Kala is a manifestation of evil: he
wants to kill people. But at the same
time, when he is in a good mood, he
pleases everybody. So the personality
that is depicted, is essentially a great
personality, but that particular aspect
may be destructive. And then again
this painting is a personification of one’s
inner self, one‘s identity; one’s persona-
lity is definitely reflected in one's
pictures. Therefore, whatever one may
try to paint, there is that concept. You
may paint a man with large horns and
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SULTAN ALl

AN INTERVIEW BY ULL! BEIER

huge eyes and huge teeth and so on -
which may immediately give you the
impression that it is something fearful -
but it is not that. After some time it
is not that; that is because the persona-
lity of the artist is asserting itself.

For exampie: there may be an artist
who is physically extremely slim and
may appear weak, but yet his painting
is extremely powerful; and that is what
| noticed actually in the work of Raza.
You see he is very stim, but his work is
strong, powerful, vibrant - that ‘is
because his inner being is strong,

In an earlier conversation you once said
to me that your academic training has
been an impediment to you - rather
than a help. In what way did the
rigidity of your training restrict you?

Well, you see, you were a painter and
you dabbled about in your own way.
Then you entered the college and there
was this rigid discipline; specially in
those days - in British times. You must
do this from such a time to such a time;
you must study anatomy; you have to
study certain ways of composing a
picture; it was constant|  For six years
one had to go about doing all those
things. In the end the training obstructs
you, it stands between you and your
imagery. You may have your ideas and
your imagination but still yet, when it
comes to setting down things on paper,
your anatomy training gets in your way.
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Because memory is such a subtle
thing, it sticks, you know, for ages and
ages: there are certain things that stick
in your mind till you die.

Yet some people don‘t seem to be
affected by their training; 1 am thinking
of Ramanujam for example.

Yes, that is very true ! Apd | admire
him for that, He was very good at art
school; he did every thing he had to do;
for example the life model, the portrait
class - he did it! He completed the
whole course. But the poaint is this :
once he completed it, he threw the
whole thing out and he just started
warking on his own. And he had so
many things to tell in his pictures - he
never planned a painting. He just went
on developing it. He used to make
huge drawings, much larger than my
own. He used to sit on a box and the
paper was so large, he folded it over
several times and started working at one
end ; then he folded up the side he had
completed and went on rolling and
working the next part. He had forgotten
all they ever toid him about composition
at the college !

The late Ramanujam was a very intro-
verted painter; he was constantly telling
stories - but he was telling them to
himseif alone! His method of painting
was as unique and as strange as his
personality. Can you describe your own
work process? | know that most artists
don‘t like to analyse this. But perhaps
you can just tell me what the activity
of painting means to you......

Painting is ‘‘ananda” - bliss !

This is very important, you know,
because today there are so many factors
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disturbing the artist: there is the econo-
mic factor; he has to work to make two
ends meet;, he has to sacrifice all the
minor things in life.

But one of the most beautiful things in
painting is the process itself. The
process is the most important thing.
The moment the painting is finished,
there is a snap in the meditation-then
you and the painting become two dif-
ferent objects. But when you are in
the process of painting, you are in a
process of meditation. Maeditation does
not necessarily mean that you sit down
with folded hands and legs and with
your eyes closed. Meditation means
that you are totally involved with
the thing you are doing-deeply
involved. Then a stage comes when
you are deeply engrossed; so much
engrossed that you dont think of colours
and things like that. Your hands auto-
matically reach for the tubes; your hand
automatically mixes the shades of paint
that you want to apply. That process
fs intense meditation. And when an
artist is in that state-there is no diffe-
rence, between the painter and the pain-
ting. Now that state is the state of
ananda-bliss. This intense satisfaction
and pleasure you get-it happens when
the painting begins to unfold itself . . . .
you are working, and at the same time
you are watching how the things are

developing. There is no question of
thinking: ‘‘there is a fault here’: or
“ Il have to darken this or lighten

that *“ - that is a very mediocre state:
may be at the beginning of the painting.
But that state of anande is a state
where you are watching - and its
just comingl With intense ease,
its coming: that s the state of
ananda,



DRAWING BY K. RAMANUJAM



U.B.

S.A.

U.B.

S.A.

U.B

S.A.

U.B.

S.A.

Do you ever find that some paintings
simply are not ‘‘coming’? That you
have to reject a painting ?

Yes, it can happen. It may be good-but
for you its not satisfying.

Would you paint it out?

Oh no, just reject it for some time.
After some time, after you have painted
something else, you look at it and you
see what is wrong with it and you go on
with it again. That's why | always like
to spread a few pictures while I'm wor-
king. | mean finished pictures.

To create an atmosphere ?

Yes, it gives me. You see the whole
human process is of giving and taking ;
in different forms and on different levels.
You see, we have to take energy from
the sun. Similarly {for an artist - a crea-
tive human being. He must always be
in the process of assimilating; looking
at things and assimilating them and
then bringing them out on your own
canvas in a fresh way. The mind is
such a thing that it is always acquiring
new experience. So looking at my
paintings: at one stage it tells me
this much; at another stage when | am
looking at it, it tells me much more.

Some artists tell me that once a
painting is finished it is dead to them.

It may be that they are keen to
start something new, but definitely
there is a connpection-because we are
all in the process of growing. So one
painting is very insignificant doesn’t
mean anything. But thirty or forty
paintings - they mean something,
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Until recently your work has been
associated with a particular kind of
imagery that was inspired by Indian folk
art: bulls, birds, snakes, gods and
demons were images that people had
come to expect in your work. How
did you first get this particular inspira-
tion? When did it happen?

It was after my academic training. At
that time | was very confused and it
happened particularly because the
country itself was in a confused state,
when British rule was coming to end,
and there was the ciisis of independ-
ence, |t affected all of us artists.

After seven or eight years | began to
settle down and | began to work; but
the predominant influence still conti-
nued: that is, the British works of art.
They started dominating the art scene
and at the time Bengal school was aiso
on a downward. spin. All that was
working on my mind till | came - in
1950 - upon the works of Verrier Elwyn.
The reproductions he chose and which
he published, lhey attracted me very
much because of their spontaneity,
There was a certain vigour in their
work, | could definitely see that
the people who created those works -
for what reasons | did not know - may

be for ritual reasons - but behind
the works they created, there was
energy, there was force. That force

and energy attractcd me.

Then | said to myself: look, here is a
folk artist, one who never had any
training; and yet one sees in their work
so much of power. Can | not take
inspiration from these works - which are
s0 chaste; which are so0 pure. Instead
of running after different sources, which
are more second hand, which are so
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weak. But here, there is so much
spontaneity.,. and that is how the
process started. And then | even went
to a place called Bastar and saw how

the people lived and saw the origina!
works.
So that was the beginning of my

change, and that is why | have aiways
been depicting, though in various forms-
energy, as the main factor in my works.
The bulls, the evil spirits and the snakes

. these were all different thoughts,
but essentially it was energy that was
projected,

Did you read a fot about Hindu religion
and mythology at that time? Or were
these symbols simply part of your
upbringing? For example . the bull that
became so much associated with your
pictures; would you have grown up
with a notion of what the bull represents
in various Indian traditions ?

Not much. 1 realised that the bull was
supposed to be Ananda, that it was
the vehicle of Lord Shiva - but that's
the explanation given in books. Butto
me, it went beyond that. It was to me
a very powerful animal, an animal that
depicted energy for me... and even if
one were to look at a bull - in reality
also - its a very powerful animal! In
fact | think that even an elephant, next
to him, looks very gentle and rather
docile and very obedient. But a real
well grown bull looks very powerful...

These symbols seem to have satisfied
you for twentyfive years or so ... then
suddenly the familiar images dropped
out of your paintings, They became
more abstract, more philosophical,
perhaps. Your critics seemed upsst

1%

S.A,

about the change. They could not
understand the meaning of the change
and seemed irritated at having to redefine
and reinterpret your work. Yet none
of them, as far as| can see, has taken
the trouble, to ask you about it. Why
do you think, the change has occurred
and what does it mean to you ?

It occured to me from time to time that
| had done enough work with these
human figures and animal figures and
50 on... and | was realising that energy
was something that had always
attracted me: and that | attracted energy
in a variety of forms; lions as a
symbol of life, and things like that,
Now why don't I come directly to the
life jtself, why should | superimpose
other forms; why must | do that, why
not eliminate that form, and take the
form that | really want to express; the
form | am really concerned with; take it
direct, instead of superimposing a lion
or a3 bull. That's how these thoughts
occurred to me at that time and that's
how | gradually gave up these figures.
And then | began to depict this yon/,
which is the symbol of life. It is through
this symbol, that the energy comes out;
/ife comes out through this symbol, this
yoni  The life that comes from this
symbol is energy, but as soon as life
comes out there is an gbstacle; there is
an immediate obstacle, which the life
begins to face. You must have seen
thase white lines going across the grey
pictures : these white lines symbolise
the obstacles 10 life; and then these
script forms symbolise that there is
already wisdom in the word; a wisdom
that has been contributed by various
lives; a variety of wisdom has been
stored in this world, Now when Iife
emerges, it is expected that you don't
become mediocre, but that you develop
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the iife in such a way, that you acquire
and accumulate as much wisdom as
possibie; and that you too contribute to
the wisdom before you go from this
world.

So be worthy, make your life worthy of
that.

Now this symbo} of life: there is a
variety of ways in which | represent it
- just as | used to have a variety in
representing the bull.

Now these script forms, they are not
legible. They are merely forms that
suggest that there is a script,

Since you have reduced your paintings
now to the one basic theme, | imagine
that you cannot title them any more.

It is true, it has come to that. But
in fact for the purpose of cataloguing it
is necessary. There is something
or other one has to say....,, but it is now
very difficult to title a work.

Yet one could say that in some sense all
these paintings | have seen today, this
orange one here, the blue one and all
the grey ones are all explorations of the
same theme.

it is true, yes.

You have explained why you gradually
dropped your familiar images, but why,
in the end, did you drop the colour?

Well, this is also something that went
through my mind for a long time, and |
said : what is colour......? Sometimes
it sa happens that one gets fost in
colour; so this other thing that | want
to emphasise is getting lost.
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These grey paintings are not really
repetitive. The basic shape appears in
a variety of forms —but there are other
things. | want to emphasise a kind of
tone ; a division of tones. | want to
create an atmosphere, so you must
stand back and look at it for some
time...... instead of getting lost in
beautiful colours, you know. This is
what | have been watching. A lot of
people come and get lost in the beauty
of colour : they are not looking at the
form, they are not looking at the shape,
they are not looking at the arrangement
of the painting—they only admire the
beautiful colours.

In fact, once | painted two paintings :
same thing, same form. | painted one
in grey ; but | kept them for quite a lang
time in my studio and used to place
them before an audience : they went on
looking at the colour. They say, this
has beautiful colour or this thing blends
with that, you know, so beautifully it
blends | But they see nothing beyond
the colour. | go on questioning them:
they don't answer to the content, they
don’t think about anything but colour.
Then | thought, why not deviate from
this colour; why not have a natural
colour. And then when | began to
show works in this grey colour, they
like it. One very important thing came
out: when | showed this grey colour
the reaction of the mind was enquiring.
What is this sign? And what are these

white stripes? They want to find out
now.

in other words: colour takes away
so much of your attention, that is why
I feel that some of these artists became
almast monochrome; in fact Panikers,
finest works were absolutely mono-
chrome,
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My immaeadiate reaction to these pictures
was that they were religious pictures,
like shrines in front of which one has to
meditate. They are not things to enjoy
quickly. You have to sit down in front
aof them and contemplate them like
an icon

It is true. Because you see all the
while apart from this physical object,
like the painting which we are looking
at, there is this strong assertion of
the artist's personality behind that...
and he is also a deeply religious person.
And of course, as Dr. S. Radhakrishnan
said : “The purpose of art is to elevate
the human spirit...” this is essentially
atma samskriti the refinement of the
soul.

Refinement of the soull That is very
important. That can come when we
see such beautiful things as paintings;
beautiful poetry. Because the basic
function of creative art like that is to
elevate our human spirit.

Now behind this painting my personality
is being very strongly presented. That
is why you had a current feeling.
That is how my paintings are : even
in an exhibition : nobody can just
walk away like that. No! He will have
to stand before the painting and look at
it. Itis not like some of the Western
work with gimmicks. This work will make
one stand !

This is why | was annoyed with this
critic, who treated your work like a kind
of experiment, almost like saying:
‘Sultan Ali has found himself a new
gimmick, lets see where it leads
him .., ... * He refused to recognise,
that the change in your work was
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the result of a deep philosophical or
religious concept.

Some critics nowadays seem to object
to art with a religious content. They
seem to think it is somsething not
‘modern’. A Canadian critic said to me:
‘I find that most artists in India seem to
do religious paintings Why don‘t you
paint your actual environment as
Bhupen Khakhar does.’ Then | said:
| am very well acquainted with Bhupen,
he is a very good friend of mine. Then
f said, | am not able to understand your
point, when you say ‘‘environment’.
What sort of environment do you mean?
My immediate environment? Like
Bhupen has painted a person who sits
on the road, who repairs bicycles, and
when the tyre gets punctured he attends
toit? A man who is vulcanising, and
things like that. And then there is a
barbershop —do you mean to say that is
the envircnment ?  is it that you mean
we shouid paint like illustrators ? Is it
the barbershop, or a man going to the
market, or an executive standing in front
of his car and a bungalow with a
briefcase ? These are the direct
environmental objects. But there is
something else also. You are thinking
in terms of a very limited environment.
But there are things which are beyond
that. What do you think my painting is
about? This has to do with /ife, life
itself ; from where it comes and how it
develops and what are its various forms
and how they are related. Then !
explained to her what the script forms
mean and why | developed those white
lines, what they represent. And she
said ‘this is a marvel | And | said :
that is what it is. Visually this is
different from Bhupen Khakhar who has
put it very obviously,
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There are numerous artists, and | am not
referring here to Bhupen, who depict
their immediate environment, in order to
give their work an Indian content or
Indian flavour. And that brings us to the
difficult question, that is being asked so
much in this country: what is an “Indian
artist?’’ Since when have Indian artists
begun to call themselves Indian? To
what extent have Indian artists merely
become part of some mainstream of
International art?

That is a very difficult problem for an
Indian artist, Western Art of the |ast
seventy years has created a very strong
visual vocabulary. And these visual
vocabuiaries have had a very strong
impact on some of these Indian artists.
Up to 1947, when we were under
British rule, they used British methods
of teaching art in our colleges.
When we became independent, we came
into contact with other nations—we
have had cultural exchange programs.
Then what happened was that Indian
artists started to get this visual vocabu-
lary directly from the exhibitions from
books and from films. So their art
became more and more derivative. But
then in such a transitory period this was
bound to happen. And some artists—
not all—were constantly looking for
something new, that they could
introduce into their work. But there were
others who felt—we have done enough
of this derivative work. Now
it is time that we must think and ponder
what we have been doing. Can
we assimilate still further? Or
can we a/so introduce something of our
own, Our tradition reaches thousands
of years back, and it would be foolish to
copy it, but could we take something
from that collection of vocabularies 7 |f
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we have taken from the West surely we
can also derive inspiration from our own
art 7 Still, it is a very complicated prob-
lem for an Indian artist; because India is
a country that has assimilated a variety
of traditions and a variety of civilisations
and varieties of cultures ; Persian culture
is here, Greek culture is here, British
culture is here; and so many other minor
cultures are related here. And then we
are involved in our religion : religion as

a series of mythologies which are
visually illustrated in sculptures and
paintings. So what an Indian artist has

to do today, is to find out where he
stands; he doesn’'t want to be like some
other artist; he wants to project his
personality ; he wants people to be able
to say . well here is an /ndian artist and
his work looks like that! Itis a difficult
and very complex problem and it still
preoccupies some of the serious artists
very much and it still confuses many
artists today......

Perhaps this time of uncertainty, of
doubtful values aiso has a positive ele-
ment to it. Perhaps itis only in times
like this, that artists like Ramanujam or
Nek Chand, of the Chandigarh Rock
Garden can operate. When traditional
culture was intact such artists might
have been considered mad ; or at least
their work would have been consi-
dered an absurdity : something without
a function in society ; something that
was neither commissioned by a Rajah
nor did it fulfill an acknowledged reli-
gious function. The British too, would
not have allowed him to do it: they
would have told him he had no permit,
or he was defacing the countryside...
When Indian traditions were still intact
it would have been possible for people
to say of Ramanujam or Nek Chand ‘this
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is not Indian art’ or even ‘this is not art’
and everybody would have agreed on
that. But now, not even you can define
what exactly is 'Indian‘. While nobody
knows where exactly he stands, these
unusual personalities get their chance !
Whereas before, when society was cer-
tain of its values, they might not have
been able to do their work...

They would’'n have dared! You see, this
traditional society, was a very closed
society. Look at the building of a temple:
There were very rigid rules ; because
every creative work, whether painting
or sculpture was based on a specific
shastra. The great gurus, the important
sculptors, for example, contributed to
this shastra from time to time, For
example : a king must be represented
in this way; a god in that way ; the
attendant of the god must be represented
in another way again. The gatekeeper
of the temple must have his own charac-
teristics. A god may only be carved by
a guru who had already achieved this or
that. A younger artist was not allowed
to carve a god, but he could carve the
gatekeeper. All these were strict rules,
that had to be followed exactly. Then
there were the technical prescriptions :
in this figure, the distance from the nose
to the hair must be such ; the distance
between the eyes was fixed precisely.
When a goddess was represented, she
had specific proportions; but her
servant had different proportions. in
other words, all sculptures had to be
created according to the shilpi shastra.
Today, art is individual and has been
liberated from all these things. Music
and dance have not developed away
from tradition to the same extent. When
a man plays an instrument, he has a cer-
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tain raga and he must perform
within that order. But in the visual arts,
a man may follow his inspiration alone.
What impresses me about Ramanujam
was that inspite of his strict training and
even though some people claimed he
was abnormal - he was clearer in
his thinking than any of us. Because he
was able to follow his instructions at
art school for six years; but when he
finished, he forgot everything - he
threw the whole dead weight over
board!

He was uncompromising!

That's exactly what | admired about
him. And if one looks at his works ;
those are really very personal works,
That takes us back to the question
we were discussing before : what is
indian? What is Indian in Ramanujam’s
pictures? There are fairies, dresses are
very unusual - there are strange build-
ings - and he portrays himself dressed
as a cowboy and wearing that peculiar
cap - it is not Indian at all ; and yet you
could say immediately: this is not
Western, this is a painting that was
made by an Indian |

It is very pure.

Yes, it is very pure. It is a true work of
art, that reflects Ramanujam’'s own per-

sonality. His own thinking is very
clearly projected, There isn‘'t any
school. Then what is the meaning of

all these Schools, these various trends
we are talking about? What are they?
And at the same time these are works
that could only have been done by an
Indian, but there is nothing specifically
‘Indian’ in them. Then what is ail this
debate of ours on ‘Indian Art'?



ACROBATICS OF THE WORD

Oral poetry in India has a long and
unwritten tradition. A valuable part of the
classical Indian Poet’s education in the golden
ages of Tamil and Sanskrit literatures consisted
in memorizing things noble from those who
could impart them. Then came the age of
immortalizing writings on palm-leaves and
other materials that led to the preservation
of the spoken word.

Once literature developed in South India,
bards and troubadours began to vie with court
poets, aristocratic composers of , verses,
princes and rich grain-merchants. The im-
mense wealth of the medieval monarchs and
and their chieftains attracted the starving
poets to their doors. This created a circle of
sycophants around the affluent who were
profusely praised in verse and in line, A subtle
and minor group of versifiers, tired of verbal
innovations and metrical disciplines but gifted
with dexterity in calligraphy and mental
jugglery, invented the two-dimensional poem
that can be read and, above all, seen and
admired as an object of art. This genre was
perhaps born of poverty and distress and not
becauss of any real urge to create things
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ditferent. Picture-poetry is a combination of
various elements of beauty and poise, acro-
batics and line-work, art and trickery, mathe-
matical precision and projection artfully
chosen visual equivalents of sonorous verse.
It was promply dismissed as ‘“‘non-poetry’* by
the majority of the poets who could not claim
such randomness of vision and virtuosity and
whose rigid approach to the Muses did not
allow them to leave the prison-house of
classical traditions., While the “’picture-poets’
(chittira-kavi) made mental gymnastics and
“*drew’’ their poems to praise their refined and
affluent patrons for a handful of gold (or even
an elephant or an acre of land), the traditional
poets called them freaks or upstarts.

However, it is needless to say that the
picture-poems demanded a greater subtlety of
the mind, a keen sense of aesthetic representa-
tion and flexibility of diction as well as
griginality from their creators. Their real
dimension was not only that of expressing
their eulogies in poetic form, but also doing so
in a way that will be both unique and beyond
plagiarization. The ideas were stimulating
and inimitabie, though they were on cryptic
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formulas from the ancient Tamil texts on
figures of speech (rhetorics). Many attempts
in picture-poetry were known to have been
made successfully in the Tamil country but
collections of such verses may be found only
among individuals and perhaps in temples.

Dandialangaram, which is a treatise on
““Poetic Ornamentation” presents an array of
mental excercises in this field of literature.
it belongs to the 11th century A.D. The
possibilities in this domain of poetry are amply
explored in this work and they are manifold;
poetry can be presented in all its spatial
dimension like, lines intercepting each other
at many points and making diverse forms like,
a chariot, a complex arrangement of eight
serpents, a running water scene, a square
kaliedoscopic structure with portals opening
from all sides and many others. Since their
real nature is both poetic and graphic, it will
be necessary to see them rather than read
about them. In these lyrical ideograms, the
poets of Tamilnadu had broken the shackles of
classical poetry and the monotony of the
written word expressed always in a horizontal
{eft-to-right plane. Besides, they also
composed verses to be read without
touching of the lips, or to be read by touching
of the lips on alternate syllables.

Picture-poetry is a challenge to the
versatile and is a monument of dissent to the
old styles of rigid versification and treatment
of themes.

Poet Abdul Gafoor Sahib, who was also
a mathematician, an astrologer and a compaoser
of religious hymns had made some striking
contributions in his “~Garland of Picture
Poems'’. His knowledge of the Tamil classical
tradition and the previous attempts in this field
made him transcend them and offer more
complex and provoking forms without loosing
sight of the verbal intricacies of the poem. His
universal outlook, artistic vigor and mental
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prowess are blended in his works, in equal
measure.

An orgy of colour and thought lines and
philosophical speculations, dissents in
form and presentation form the classical
tradition, condensed speech interwoven with
graphic manifestations and mathematically
calculated syllables, the works of Abdul Gafoor
Sahib are a feast for the eye.

Paraliel thoughts appear sometimes in
places and persons unknown to each other
and separated by the walls of space and time
We are reminded of Guillaume Apollinaire and
his “*Calligrammes’’ {composed between 1912-
1917) in which he displays a brilliance of style
in his “ideogrammes’’. These were a curiosity
for the European intellectuals and Apollinaire
seems to have indulged in it wholeheartedly
as Tagore did with his doodles. In contrast
to Apollinaire, we cannot call the doodles of
Tagore as picture-poetry since they were not
deliberate attempts but “‘children of chance’.
They have something of a dark cloud passing
through the skies of poetry and painting.

On other shores, we find Juan Jose

Tablada, the Mexican poet who is better
known for introducing ‘‘haiku” style in
Spanish, as an exponent of this art. Some of

his attempts published recently in “'Poesia en
Movimiento”™ an anthology of poetry compiled
by QOctavio Paz and others, are both concise
and expressive as his own *“haikus’ in
Spanish. Nevertheless, his flexibility in handl-
ing the essence of poetic thought with
precision and wizardry, is marked by its
simplicity; the Tamil versions of poet Abdul
Gafoor are inimitable in their complexity. In
Tablada, it seems that the form is more
significant than the juxtaposition of the words
and so his synthesis of the word with its form
is an admixture of the inspiring and the
naive.

Courtesy: Arr in India Today



ART EVENTS

The Tamil Nadu Oviam Nunkalai Kuzhu successfuily launched the Art
Masters Orientation Course for a period of 21 days at Trichy, in July 1982,
and at Madurai in September 1982. At the end of the each course an exhibition
of the works created by the art masters during the course was exhibited. This
year the artist’s camp of the Kuzhu was organised at Kodaikana! in September,
1982. The camp was attended by weil known artists from Tamil Nadu as well
as from other states. The exhibition of the art works created during the artists
camp was arranged at Madurai in collaboration with the Madurai Museum in
October, 1982 Under the Inter-State exchange of art exhibition programme
an exhibition of art from Orissa was arranged jointly by the Tamil Nadu Oviam
Nunkalai Kuzhu and Orissa Lalit Kala Akademi at the Lalit Kala Akademi,
Regional Centre Madras, for a period of one week from 18th October. The
Sixth Annual Exhibition of Art of the Kuzhu was inaugurated by his Excellency
the Governor of Tamil Nadu, on 11th November 1982, at the Lalit Kala
Akademi, Regional Centre, Madras. During the inauguration of the exhibition,
awards were distributed to artists under Professional Category and Students
Category. For the first time, this year some of the private companies like
Camlin, came forward to give awards to the artists in their name.

In 1982, with f{inancial assitance from the Tamil Nadu Oviam
Nunkalai Kuzhu, Thiruvalargal P. Perumal, M. K. Muthuswamy, Mohan
Kalyani, M. Velauthan, Thota Tharani and P. S. Nandhan arranged their
One-Man shows at Madras on different dates.

The Chitrakatla Akademi, Coimbatore arranged its fifth annual exhibition of
art at Coimbatore for a period of one week from 23rd September 1982.

An exhibition of Paintings on Aluminium by G. S. Shenoy, (Karnataka
artist) was arranged by Alliance Francaise of Madras during October 1982,

A symposium on the Development of Art consciousness and the role of
exhibitions was arranged by C. P. Art Centre on 4th December 1982 at Madras.
Eminent artists, art critics and art authorities participated in the above
symposium.

AAJ and Rajasthan Lalit Kala Akademi jointly arranged an exhibition of
paintings and drawings at the Lalit Kala Akademi, Regional Centre, Madras
from 20th December 1982,
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Smt. C. K. Gariyali 1. A. S. inaugurated the One-Man Exhibition of Multi-
faceted colour photographs of the Indian panaorama by Sri Partab Butani of
Bombay, at Lalit Kala Akademi, Regional Centre, Madras on 25th December
1982.

The Tamil Nadu Arts and Crafts Association arranged a drawing and paint-
ing competition at Chingleput on 27th January 1983. In connection with the
Centenary Celebration of Poet Subramania Bharathiar, the Government Museum,
Madras arranged an exhibition at the Centenary Exhibition Hall of the Museum.
The Exhibition was declared open by Chairman, Tamil Nadu Legislative
Council on 12th February 1983,

Max Mueller Bhavan of Madras arranged the Third World Exhibition of
Photography and an Exhibition of German Paintings at the Lalit Kala Akademi,
Regional Centre, Madras during the middle of February 1983.

State Bank of India arranged an exhibition of paintings and sculptures by
Thiruvalargal Santhana Raj, Viswanathan, Vidya Shanker, Gangatharan,
Rengarajan, Natarajan and Sundram, at Kumbakonam Vijayaragavachariar Hall,
from 26th to 28th February 1983.
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Seeing is of itself a creative operation, one that demands effort. Everything
we see Iin our ordinary [ife undergoes to a greater or [esser degree the
deformation given by acquired habits and this is perhaps especially so in an

age like ours, when cinema advertising and magazines push at us daily, a flood

of images which, all ready made,

intelligence,

and this courage is

of courage

indispensable to the artist who must

are to our vision what prejudice is to our

The necessary effort of detaching oneself from all that, calls for a kind

see all

things as if he was seeing them for the first time, Afl his life he must see as

he did when he was a child.
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Tamil Nadu Oviam Nunkalai Kuzhu
{Tamil Nadu Lalit Kala Akadami)

The Tamil Nadu Oviam Nunkalai Kuzhu (Tamil Nadu Lalit
Kala Akadami) was established in 1975, by the Government
of Tamil Nadu with a view to foster and develop the plastic and
graphic arts. Since its establishment, the Kuzhu has been
striving to encourage artists and art movement in general,
in this State.

The General Council headed by the Hon’'ble Minister for
Education, Government of Tamil Nadu, constitutes the supreme
authority of the Kuzhu. Schemes of the Kuzhu are implemented
through annual grants received from the Government of Tamil
Nadu.

In order to create an awareness for art, the Kuzhu conducts
annual art exhibitions, extends Scholarships to young artists of
talent, and publishes a journal on art carrying articles both in
English and Tamil. The Kuzhu also conducts Orientation Courses
for art masters of schools in Tamil Nadu. Besides these, the
Kuzhu purposes to extend help to art activity in the State, by
release of grants to affiliated art organisations and to district Art
Centres, by the conducting of seminars and conferences on
various art disciplines and by organising artists’ camps. Eminent
artists are honoured and grants are given to deserving artists for
conducting One-Man-Shows,

To enable the common man to possess the art work
of his choice at a nominal rate, the Kuzhu has started
the printing of art works of eminent artists in the form of
picture post cards. Ten picture post cards in a decorative
folder offers a choice selection of contemporary art works
of some of the well-known artists of Tamil Nadu.
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