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Living in India means living simultaneously in seskecultures and times. One often
walks into “medieval” situations, and runs into ifpitive” people. The past exists as a
living entity alongside the present, each illumingtand sustaining the other.

As times and cultures converge, the citadels ofspuexplode. Traditional and modern,
private and public, the inside and outside configutelescope and reunite. The
kaleidoscopic flux of images engages me to congtuectures in the process of being
created.

Like the many-eyed and many-armed archetype ohdrah child, soiled with multiple
visions, | draw my energy from the source.

(Catalogue, “Place for People”. Bombay and New Déi681)

This was written in response to a prevalent viewrté world-one culture and a singular
notion of time taught to us as a philosophy of. |#@plied to painting, this view meant
working in one mode at a time, figurative or abstraand one genre, naturalistic or
surrealistic, “Indian” or “modern”, whichever oniéwas to be expressly shorn of stains
of other arts or aspects of life that would pollitee purity. Art practice aspired to the
ideal of a “masterpiece” fixed in a frame and exota of the context to which it
belonged. Any combination of alternatives had tohaemonized, that is to say one
diffused in the service of the other to singularize experience, for otherwise it would
lead to a schism, a dilemma, split vision, schizepta. Eclectic was a bad word.

The world as it came to me, however, came almastriably manifold, plural or at least
dual in form. In art, painting came in the compafyoetry and images from life lived,
from other times, from painting, sometimes fronergture, and often from nowhere,
emerging together through scribbled drawings andrd#o The multiplicity and
simultaneity of these worlds filled me with a sen$deing part of them all. Attempts to
define the experience in singular terms have ledt uneasy and restless; absence of
rejected worlds has haunted me throughout.

In childhood | saw a close convergence of Hindu Ehulim rituals in family customs

and ceremonies; names of kin could come from eiifaglition. Under the strict gaze of
my father, | prayed five times a day in the mosdug,moved in the company of Jain and
Brahmin friends, including a priest, the rest & thme. It was a daily routine to recite the
Koran in the morning at home and learn Sanskschbol in the afternoon. My town was
a nineteenth-century extension of a far older Waathwbelieved to be ancient
Vardhamanapuri). Frequenting the Birdwood Librand drish missionary hospital in
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town was as usual as visiting the twelfth-centuan&kdevi temple, step-wells, or shrine
of Gebanshah Pir. | wrote poetry my mother tongGeyjarati- that consisted of a
vocabulary drawn from Persian, Arabic and Portuguessides Sanskrit and the spoken
dialect shaped by people. We also knew that batighultiple faith systems was not
uncommon and some communities observed religioastipes of a dual kind. Such
practices and beliefs had remained alive in mamisgd India despite the history of the
Partition.

The meaning of reality was larger than the mundaoed; so | believed when my father
spoke of whitgjinnat (genie) springing across the riverbed in a sirlgkgp or when
friends described stones rolling from one end efrttaidanor ground to the other on
their own in the early hours of the morning. Stagdalone on the old iron bridge as the
aged clock tower ticked, | visualized angels whgliabove trees of the grave-yard as
Japanese planes flew over them at the end of tben8&/Norld War. The vision of the
procession of Gabanshah Pir in the backyard ofittker house at midnight is as clear and
vivid in my mind as the long hours spent in the, hotrning afternoons of summer

Art that fed my mind was equally polymorphic: Thebelievable scenery and fictitious

mansions my brother painted in sweeping strokeglass were akin to popular pictures
from Nathdwara. Equally influential were the largad lurid cinema hoardings

(billboards) and the dreamy damsels of popularogiéals in which photographic images
were recast in blaring colors. Against these, tteersize of drawing an oleander branch
in a ceramic vase at school was infinitely dreamyd( put me off all oleander branches
and vases for the rest of my life), and the bldhustrations in school textbooks, which

we disfigured with a vengeance at every availaplgodtunity, were equally dreadful. So

when | painted landscapes of unvisited sites addc®e belles or picture-stories for a
hand-drawn, hand-written periodical | edited withpeet-teacher friend, images from
these different worlds tumbled out in one form oother.

| reached Baroda in 1955 for formal education i Biere works of great artists and
epochs historical and contemporary, eastern as aglivestern, took me by storm,
pushing all | had brought from home into a remategte corner of mind. Michelangelos
and Picassos in the art history classes (and giémmd Sienese murals and Indian
miniatures) opened hundreds of windows, althoughsouls and hearts were tied to the
abstracts of Soulages, Kline, and others, whichpgainout of the pages of international
art journals. Indeed, swept up in the high tideé‘'mabdern art,” the entire stockpile of
earlier traditions was left ashore or in the oldiviof art history. But it was difficult to
find a clear spot in the shadows of “masters,” dr@only alternative was to snuff them
out. In the search for a singular image, | devi@aially under the influence of M.F.
Husain) a whinnying white horse in chase or isolatiperched on the horizon between
dark expanses of earth and sky, harnessed to a tumgnore often, free of associations
of specific time and place. | painted these elem@ver and over again in different
combinations until the reductive process led tcetigéipns as the emotional surge ebbed.
Most of the paintings seemed to be haunted by isifig# stood outside their frames.

It was at this stage that I left for an Englandngothrough the last lap of the Pop and the
heyday of the Minimal at the Royal College of Antliondon, the nerve center of the
avant-garde in the early- and mind-1960s in Engldvidch as | remained somewhat
unconvinced, the current trends, | tried both pleviamodes and effects (complete with
photographic collage and color-stripes with maskiage, etc.) to get them out of my
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system and mixed them with the expressionist sitimuleof paint | was familiar with.
This was my first — albeit unconscious and unsiwsfaés- attempt to play with multiple
imagery and form.

It appeared to many of us then that after the rharabf movements in the arena of art,
painting was breathing its last. Curiously enoutle, ephemeral form of film seemed to
be the most vital creative alternative of the dayd Fellini and Bunuel presided over the
eclipse of painting. Perhaps the rootlessness dabgethe cult of internationalism
coincided with the flickering substance of the fiimage. Cinema in that period tried to
appropriate effects of painting — thus assistinghie process of pushing art into other
blind alleys of non-art, anti-art, and similar \&ions for a decade or so. Disillusioned by
the art of the day and with a heart full of voitbdked to the Flemish, the early Italians,
to Piero della Francesca at the National Gallend #o the Indian miniatures at the
Victoria and Albert Museum. Going back to “moder$’earlier days, Magritte drew me
close for devastating myths of the real and thealnmuch like Fellini in 8 ¥2; Morandi’s
little drawings and etchings for the love of thegrofound scenery of his local Bologna;
Beckmann for the frightening images of violence #relenigma of the unknown.

A visit to Italy was a revelation of sorts; it unked deep and unsatiated reserves of
responses to the early Renaissance, especiatg tSienese and to Piero della Francesca.
Looking at the works of Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Sassetand Duccio revived faith in
painting once again. Painting, for the Sienese,amaact of love offered with tenderness,
humility, and passionate conviction. Every surfatgaint simmered with a feeling of
touch, with the result that the walls in paintirgselled of human warmth. | discovered
how this came to be in the provincial town of Siefle city is built on hills; lanes
radiating from a piazza each widen and close atvats like the movements of people
using them. The experience of the uphill route toéets corresponds to rising breath
released as one reaches small open squares orathemhile return downhill is quick
and sudden for an ecstatic gasp at the wondrohs gighe shell-like great piazza, large
as a lake and touched by the shadowy arm of theaaihe of the Palazzo Pubblico.

Lorenzetti's cityscapdffects of Good Governmehtis passages of the experience of
walking through Siena. Not painted as a static se#ra city observed from a window, it
opens gradually from one end of the wall as onexsthe secret nooks and corners,
lanes, byroads, rooftops, and the distant cathettralugh the viewer’'s own movements.
Such paintings, done much before the illusionisrthefRenaissance overran the intimate
realism of this provincial terrain, apparently dat conform to the rationales of Palladian
perspective. In Sassetta, color is not tainted Hgy ibtervention of cast shadows; its
luminosity is heightened by a saturation of huethaabsence of dramatic effects of light
and dark. Probably this was a result of color peetk in clear daylight rather than
indoors, as seems to have been the convention tiadeenaissance, when manipulation
of source of light and play of shadows became thdeus of pictorial form. Duccio was
all light. Deeply entrenched in the spirit of th@spel narrative, scenes of laesta
polyptych run as folios to be read in different englas golden skies and pink-orange
grounds lead across episodic borders of framese®d@r, Duccio’sStory of the Passion
is set in his hometown of Siena and his Christ mef have been modeled in the
likeness of a kinsman.

Much of the Indian painting | saw subsequently etum to India was strikingly close to
the experiences of looking at some of the earlyadi&sance pictures. The opportunity of
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teaching art history at Baroda turned out to beaning experience about the Indian
traditions of painting. The images one encount@nedarious schools of folio paintings
popularly known as miniatures were identifiably dat specific time and locale.
Landscape was made of forays into the forests tréts traversed on foot. Space was
construed as a buoyant expanse of “flat” colorlmgpwith alternations of proximate and
distant views. Color was derived from light and, @romas and sounds, rather than
merely describing surface tints of objects. Casidsiws had no place here — even night
scenes were “moon-drenched” or full of visibilitiea fact it was rare to find paintings
made from the experience of sight alone: each smdheith reference to other senses
and to the arts of literature, music, or drama.eflagsn music, the Ragamala paintings
retain their sparkling visual tenor and flow withindid, melodious nuances.

Mughal painting seemed to articulate the richlyedse traditions into a collective
statement of eclectic vision of a most unusual kifitie painters in the imperial
workshop of Akbar included recruits from variougtpaof India who worked under the
supervision of two Persian masters brought to Idmiahis father Humayun from his
sojourn in Iran. Introduced to Flemish prints alater stage, they used all modes and
methods known to them — Persian, European andiatyaf Indian — often working
collectively on a single folio incorporating vegeba, figures, architecture, or even
drawing and coloring by different hands. In tunethwihis creative collectivity was
Akbar’s vision of a new faith Din-i-llahi he devideo assimilate aspects of various
religious systems. In pursuance of this vision Hingtriptures were translated into
Persian and painted by a group of Hindu and Mualitists. In a similar example, one of
the finest Ramayana is painted by Sahibdin fromRagput state of Mewar, an arch rival
of the Mughal rule.

The most striking example of the Mughal experimametthe large folios of Hamza Nama
in which about a hundred artists worked over aqueof fifteen years (1562-1577) to

illustrate Persian tales of a rebel who is ofteenttfied with the uncle to the Prophet.

Despite the Perso-Arabic location of the narratm@ch also includes exploits of the

hero in distant lands, the stories are totallyiseéhe Indian context, with local flora and

fauna, architecture, and dramatis personae defieeda variety of racial types. What is

most significant is the fact that the collectivetura of the work does not result in a
cacophonic collage, but projects an image of mieltigsions, each in relation to as well

as independent from the others. For instance,aher tof loud faience patterns matches
the animated intensity of figures, keeping the igb@lanes alive with resilient tensions.

This reveals in some respects a quality of lifef iving together of communities, each

with a definite view of the world in dialectic imetion with the other. Difference is not

a sign of disorder or disunity. In painting, indlual vision is not an exclusive, private

preserve; it shines more in sharing than in sejoarat

Hamza Namalso reveals another vital dimension of Indian rely acknowledged: the

portrayal of the physical reality of life in IndiAlong with the archetypal Indian crowds
in movement, it uncovers aspects of brutality aiedence both latent and explicit, often
in vivid, gory details. More evidence is forthcomiof the Indian artist’s concern for the
sordid realities of the place and time he livedTihe horrific realism of the murder scene
by Gangaram shatters the myth of idealism thettoawil Indian artist is saddled with.
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Figure 1. Shekhawatipata (scroll) painter: (1) Exterior of mansion of Sawam Chokha,
Shekhwati, Rajasthan, nineteenth century (2) Spailiter performing, Bangal

The murals of Shekhawati brought back memories ieh& of discovering painting
while walking. All over the town, there is stredtea street with mansions painted inside
out. The scroll painters too reveal their storiegiine The repertory of thpata (scroll)
painter in Bengal includes tales of various kinmdni the myths of gods and goddesses to
assassination of prime minister Indira Gandhi, \@renuclear proliferation in America.
This community of painters who often bear dual Hirgghd Muslim identities narrate the
Sattanarayan tale for Hindus and Satta Pir for hssfrom the same scroll.

Returning to India and visiting my Surendranagay,imametown in north Gujarat, | saw
accretions of time past still alive in interactiaith elements of change, unharmonized
yet vital. Much of what | had left behind came backme, a childhood strangely in the
company of new images. Somewhere the luminositpadsetta’s interiors overlapped
with the procession of Gebanshah Pir. And movingn@lthe overused streets and
repeatedly touched walls brought recollections haf streets of Siena, Ambrogio had
painted. Images from painting and life exchangedtes. | painte®Returning Home after

a Long Absencdt shows the community ghetto against a wall éalbugh to distance it
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from the factory that lay beyond, angels and thapRet from a famous Persian miniature
in the British Museum, and my mother’s portraitifra photograph. This was followed

by a series of walls and the redolent vegetatismould see at the edge of town that had
made me imagine things as a child.

Figure 2. Tree of Two, tree upon Horizon: (1) Tree of TwoeB,on canvas, 1970, coll. Geeta

Kapur, New Delhi (2) Tree above Horizon, oil on eas, 1970, coll. Lalit Kala Akademi,
New Delhi

About Waiting and Wanderirgdgals with my hobby horse - journeys. This onerreteto
many a journey, both personal and others, of plasiasations and even art, medieval
European art for instance, Sienese painting edpesirved as a kind of touch stone. In
Revolving Routesthe worlds of childhood and my Baroda home, mdrthe British
residency, and the art college where | taughtlgagith “quotes” from Brueghel, Balthus
and Mughal miniatures. There are the streets o€itlyeof Baroda, and on the bottom left
a speaking tree with heads of friends and teachers.
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Figure 3. About Waiting and Wandering (detail), oil on casyd981, Nilima Sheikh,
Vadodara
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Speaking Streeih a way refers to the small town environment inick | grew up in,
Surendranagar in Gujarat. It shows a small narmpees with a mosque in the middle.
The mosque does not have the usual dome or langarets; it is like a large domestic
building with a red roof. The external sign of @ibhg a mosque are two small minarets at
the entrance. The stories are set inside and eutise&imosque. Inside, devotees pray and
outside, women sell fish to stray customers, tlageevignettes of violence, of conjugal
love etc. On top, you have the street opening tgpanground where runs a little story. It
is about a saying | heard when | was a child. Tioeyswent that angels do not cast
shadows and that only dogs can see them. The mguiistiset in very warm colours, my
Sienese connection: the deeply saturated greeasgel &idmired in Sassetta’s works. But
here, the effect of colour is meant to be thermamething you feel at different levels of
temperature. So in that sense, colour is not oafy @ a spectrum, it is also seen in terms
of touch, by feeling it. And that experience cop@sds to sense of colour born out of
living in the changing climatic conditions of India

Figure 4. Speaking Street, oil on canvas, 1981, coll. Roopauseum of Faine Arts,
Bhopal
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This was also a time to realize what was grippimg political life of India. We had
encountered what it was to be in a state of Emesgét975-77) but now the rightist
political groups were getting empowered and théonawas being divided on communal
lines. The conflagrations had begun from ‘69 onwardut from the eighties these
became endemic especially in Gujarat. The situagame rise to a new political
consciousness which the artist community had adbuaeil then. The ethnic divide made
it impossible for any thinking individual to keefoaf, and even if you did, the changing
social and political scenario forced you into it&lst with new equations. For instance,
the name that you held, or were born with, now giied you with curbs on access to
other cultures. It was no longer the free, libewradl open space you had taken for granted.
Ironically but not unexpectedly, the escalatinglemce and the rise of political right
accompanied the economic liberalization which opeti@ors for multinationals to enter
the Indian market.

Figure 5. City for Sale, oil on canvas, 1981-84, coll. Tass of the Victoria and Albert
Museum, London

City for Sale,was painted during this period. Unlil@peaking Stredbcated in a small
town, based on memogRity for Sale is named. It is naany town orany situation but a
specific place and a specific situation. There \agaettes, part of the park, part of the
gateway which refer specifically to the city of Bda. So you have multiple situations of
a city: street characters of diverse origin— thmss meeting, borrowing a match, lighting
abeedi,a point of contact contrasted with the communrakron the left, where a man is
denuded to determine whether he is circumcisedthenehe is a Muslim or not. And
against panorama of a cityscape is a cinema halisig a Bollywood filmSilsila set
around a triangular love affair of cine stars phaytheir real life roles on the screen,
obviously for commercial benefit. The chilling sensf the absurd in the context of the
riots was one of the basic themes. The paintirgpaut the polarization within the city:
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one section of the city is all quiet or what youl Gaormal’, as if nothing is happening,
but elsewhere the same city is burning. The pagmiinit continued for about three years
against the backdrop of continuous violence indihe | began to develop a superstition
that every time | picked up a brush, a riot woudgjiin to rage.

In order to explore a possibility of the multiple the manner of Arabian Nights or our
own Kathasaritsagar (The Ocean and Rivers of Taleperimented with trypichs and
polyptichs. Passages was painted for the Timesdié Ibuilding in Delhi in six panels for
six office cabins in a row, but due to the transpay of the glass enclosures one could
also see the panels as a continuous 42 feet maik walking up or down. After this, a
greater opportunity to work in a public space amken the state government of Madhya
Pradesh offered me space for a mural in the neuily lbegislative Assembly building in
Bhopal. The Sienese allegory of Good and Bad Gowents painted by Ambrogio
Lorenzetti immediately came to mind. At the sameetia secret desire, nursed for years,
to paint a ‘life-size’ tree came to the forefromtee of Life made in thirteen panels is an
exploration of diverse times and cultures, denotoognts of contact along with the
inherent tensions and contradictions. The projeas wealized through a collective
workshop with a number of assistants and companianking in tandem. Although |
managed to go over almost every part prepared $igtamgy artists — there was an overlap
of hands in the process which added unusual diroessi

The nineties was a period of great conflict. Théhl&entury Babri mosque in Ayodhya
was razed to the ground by fanatic mobs in a dmdihg to serial blasts in the far away
city of Bombay. Choice of Birth (1992-94) and Miea¢2000) quote the demolition of
the mosque to raise questions of the given andichoultures. How Can You Sleep
Tonight? (1994) is self-explanatory in its titleulhg this period, | found potential in
exploring the vision of 1B century syncretic poet Kabir, whose poetry corgsito be
vastly popular in the entire northern belt of Indiarawing upon Bhakti and Sufi
traditions he radicalized the meaning of the gmaliby vesting it in the individual quest,
thus making the recipes of organized religious twacredundant. Beside mystical
imports he uses a quizzical device of reversalnmbnost surrealist mode, to expose
hypocrisy and religious dogma. In the manner o¥ildguoting scriptures’ he inverts the
image to turn the common place on its head. Fdaiwe: ‘the mute propounds great
wisdom, the lame scales mount meru..” or ' Lookhatamazing sight, a lion is guarding
the cows!’.. (Doesn'’t it sound familiar in the cert of US army ‘guarding’ the populace
of Iraq?).Such means were invented to tackle threreof the time. They were relevant
in Kabir's days and still so in our times, now.

I had long been thinking of painting books along tmes of a traditional scroll of a
monk’s journey. The purpose was to explore posséslof making books in a format
which would allow images to be linked in a contimubut which could also be read in
multiple combinations. The accordion format usedpublications of Chinese scrolls
seemed to be the appropriate format. | plannedfitee book as a book of journeys
hoping that connections between the images wouldrgenin the process of painting.
Painted intermittently for eleven years, the Bodklaurneys (1996-2007) turned out to
be a pictorial cardiograph of the period. Indeesl é¢lrents that unfolded in the course of
time influenced the tenor and theme of images ak as the linguistic means of
portrayal, sometimes necessitating complete ravisio replacement of the previously
painted pages. So, often it became a journey badkf@th, prompting deployment of
different modes to meet diverse demands. While padir spreading a shroud in front

10
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of an approaching angel appears in a linear remglethe landscapes are in saturated
hues, cities of Vadodara and Ahmedabad are magdpadlze traumatic events of ethnic
genocide in 2002, the demon charging to grab the afdraq is borrowed from Siyeh
Qalem. There was no indication of India exploditsgsecond nuclear device at Pokhran
in Rajasthan in a few days’ time as | ruminatedrugiee little hide out of our home in
Baroda in late nineties. A decade later, the hide mage came to accommodate a
companion when its location appeared on GooglehEart

After | learnt the art of digital collage, | madede other accordion-format books.

The Shrines based upon the form of the traditi®easthani shrines called ‘kaavad’, are
designed as personal ‘shrines’ to be opened arskalin desired configurations. The
purpose is to seek alternative meanings in ordegtt@ve the sense of the spiritual from
organized religious practice and to transpose tihéorealm of the secular. Made after the
terrible events of the recent past, the shrinesnagant to invoke the remembrance of
suffering, to empathies with and atone for the aties inflicted upon thousands of
innocent victims:Journeys’is about memories of migration and displacemembsts of
the dead return to reclaim their habitats. Majnurhis quest for Layla wanders in the
wilderness — near the temples of Dwarka or knodk#he gates of Ka'baAyodhya /
Mirage’ is a dirge on a town mired by futile quests, thate turned it into a funeral site
where the Babri mosque lays buried under the deffridemolition. The image of the
mosque is printed on a copper sheet embeddedhatpainted surface. The majesty of
motherhood in a quotation from the ‘Birth of Ranmaural at Mattancheri in Kerala, in
the sanctum of the shrine, represents the flipsiidhe demolition.‘Musings and
Miscellanies’ juxtaposes images of destructive icons with qudtesy ‘Agony in the
Garden’ (Mantegna) and ‘Annunciation’ (Fra Ange)icand with dancing Darwishes
from a Persian painting. It is a site of penance atonement with quotations from the
saint-poet Kabir in the sancturilphabet Storiesforms part of series of works made
after attempts to communalise textbooks. The celle&y composed of images from
children’s alphabet books.

11
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Figure 6. ‘Tree of Life’, oil on canvas mounted on board58,x 6,67 meters, Vidhan
Bhavan, Bhopal, 1996-97
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Figure 7. Musings and Miscellanies: Shrine, Musings and klisnies (open Shrine,
Musings and Miscellanies (open), mixed media on dyo®6x32x136 cm, 2002-04, coll.
Artist

Attraction to painted maps is a result of my obseswith journeys. The Nathdwara map
lays down the sprawling complex with a camouflagesal and the painted images often
one playing the role of the other. An unexpectagsbrwith digital devices landed me in
the mapping territory. Dealing with a virtual imadickering on the monitor was
however an unusual challenge for someone who hald wi&h pigments and materials in
physical form all his life. In the end, | managedcbmbine the two methods (virtual and
the physical) by painting upon printed images cwest on the computer. My fascination
for painted maps was triggered off by a picturetqms of a 18 century Ebstorf
Mappamundi (map of the world) | spotted in the BhtLibrary book shop. On learning
that the original map on parchment was destroyelarallied bombing during the World
War I, | decided to use its image for making mynoworld maps. In the Ebstorf map,
the world is formed the of body of Christ with Jeslem in the centre. In the process of
remaking it, | inserted Rama to chase the illugieer in the company of St Francis
talking to the birds. Majnun appeared looking far lbayla to encounter Mary Magdalene
trying to touch the ephemeral form of Christ aftiee resurrection, Kabir is engrossed
weaving the shroud, as mad mystics continued dgntmnthe five years the fifteen odd
Mappamundis a conglomeration of images drawn frioenttaditional arts of the East and
the West emerged to confront the events of theeptefrom the destruction of Bamiyan
Buddha to atrocities on the inmates of Abu Ghatile, journeys continued through the
lands Ambrogio Lorenzetti and Piero della Francepainted, Kabir conjured and
Derwishes dreamt of. In the process, the Victoifapestry Workshop in Melbourne
decided to weave one of these Mappamundis. Byaagr coincidence the size of the

13
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woven tapestry came to approximate the dimensidnghe Ebstorf Mappamundi
destroyed in the last war.

Figure 8. Mappamundi-2, Looking for Layla, gouache on inkg@igital collage, 58.5x70.5
cm, 2003
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